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ABSTRACT 

This study looked at high school African American students’ perceptions of their college 

counseling experiences.  Much research has been done to highlight the views and/or perceptions 

of various stakeholders regarding college counseling with respect to African American students 

(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Ng, Wolf-Wendel, & Lomardi, 2014).  A few 

examples of stakeholders are administrators, teachers, parents or guardians, and college-going 

organizations.  However, little research exists on the views and or perceptions of college 

counseling from the student’s perspective (Howard, 2003).  Knowing the perceptions of students 

provides a better understanding of how African American students in urban settings perceive the 

college counseling provided to them.   
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PREFACE 

I dedicate this dissertation to my maternal grandmother, Ruth White Bethea.  She 

instilled in me a love of self.  It is because of you I am here.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

A general thought among those in the secondary education community is that high school 

students have access to college counseling services that will provide them with college choice 

information (Lee & Eckstrom, 1987).  Research, however, indicates that African American 

students are less likely to have access to the information needed to successfully navigate the 

college admissions process than those students who are European American students (Perna, 

2000; Perna et al., 2008; Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009).  African American students and 

other students of color lack access to the basic levels of college counseling services that would 

help make their aspirations of attending college a reality (Ford & Harris, 1999; Howard, 2003; 

Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2011; Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003).  McDonough’s (2005) 

research indicated that the college path for African American students is identified by a vast 

difference in preparation for college, knowledge about college, and the culture that is established 

within the high-school setting about college.  Unfortunately, Roderick et al. (2009) also noted 

that although similar percentages of students from various socioeconomic and ethnic groups who 

desire to go to college exist, smaller percentages of African American students than European 

American students, in fact, enroll.  At the end of 2009, 15,027,000 White American students 

were enrolled in colleges and universities across the United States compared to 2,889,000 

African American students (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2011).  The 
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smaller percentage of African-America students who attend college is not reflective of the 

increase in high school graduation rates for African American students.  In 2002, the graduation 

rate for African American students was 59.4%; by 2009, the graduation rate had increased to 

63.6% (NCES, 2009).  

African American students deserve to receive effective college counseling (McDonough, 

2006).  Unfortunately, all too often that is not the case (Muhammad, 2008).  For many, their 

college choice needs are under-served, under-resourced, and under-valued (Muhammad, 2008).  

Prior studies have shown that African American students need basic information related to the 

college process (Chapman, 1981; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Roderick et al., 2009).  African 

American students need equitable opportunities to acquire information regarding the appropriate 

classes and make other suitable college-related decisions (Flowers, Milner, & Moore, 2003; 

McDonough, 2005; Roderick et al., 2009).  In particular, students of color need access to 

information about various postsecondary educational institutions.  This information includes any 

special programs that they might qualify for, the admissions requirements, and financial 

assistance (Roderick et al., 2009). 

In the school setting, the school counselor is the likely source of college information.  

Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, and Day-Vines (2009) studied the characteristics of 

students who sought out school counselors: 

School counselors can have a positive impact on students’ college choices, aspirations, 

and rate of applying to college.  More specifically, research indicates that college plans of 

low-income students and students of color are more likely to be influenced by their high 

school counselor; however, these students are least likely to have school counselors, more 
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likely to have underprepared counselors, and most likely to have counselors who are 

forced to give up college counseling and non-counseling related tasks. (p. 280) 

Additional constraints to college access may also be on the part of the student.  According to 

Bryan et al., (2009), 

Students may also lack receiving the college information needed because of their 

perceptions of school counselors’ aspirations or expectations for them after high school.  

Research suggest that students are influenced by their perceptions of significant others’ 

(e.g., parents, close relatives, teachers, peers) educational aspirations for them.  

Furthermore, research related to school counselors as gatekeepers indicates counselors’ 

postsecondary aspirations for students can affect students’ use of the counselor for 

college information.  When counselors’ postsecondary aspirations hinder a student’s use 

of the counselor for college counseling, this may be especially detrimental for minority 

and low socioeconomic-status students for whom the counselor is a primary source of 

college information. (p. 280)  

Through enrollment in college and earned degrees, students of all backgrounds, including 

African Americans, have the potential for greater earnings over entire careers (Day & 

Newburger, 2002).  Brand and Xie’s (2010) research found that men from disadvantaged 

backgrounds with college degrees had a financial return that was three times higher than for 

those who were from more privileged backgrounds.  The research also found that for women, 

college was twice as valuable for those who came from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Much of the research does not address college counseling from the perspective of African 

American students in significant ways (Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999; 

Howard, 2003; McDonough, 2005).  According to Ogbu (1990), perceptions are important to 
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understand because people tend to act on what they perceive.  The voice of African American 

students is often overlooked in literature that addresses college access (Flowers et al., 2003; 

Howard, 2003).  Through an exploration of African American students’ perceptions, educators 

are able to glean African American students’ perspectives as an important contribution to this 

issue.  

Statement of the Problem 

College access for African American students is a concern nationally and has become 

increasingly more of a concern at the state and local levels.  According to the NCES (2009), in 

2007 nationally, the immediate college enrollment rate was 70% for European American high 

school graduates compared to 56% for African American high school graduates.  Perna et al. 

(2008) noted that a number of factors contributed to this lack of access and agreed that students’ 

guidance and/or college counselors played an integral role in helping the students understand 

what was needed to gain entrance into college.  Gándara and Bial (2001) and McDonough (2004, 

2005) documented where schools have improved the quality of counseling in terms of greater 

college access for urban and rural students and low-income students, as well as minority 

students. 

The college choice process is intricate and involves students moving through three phases 

(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  The first phase is the predisposition phase.  During this phase, a 

student begins to think about what type of job they want to have and whether they want to pursue 

college after completing high school (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  This phase starts in 

elementary school and continues through middle school (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  The 

second phase is the search phase and occurs throughout the 10th through 12th grades (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987).  In this phase students gather the information needed to create a college list.  



5 

This list includes colleges that they are interested in attending or finding out more information 

about (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  The third and final phase is the choice phase.  This phase 

takes place during the 12th-grade year and involves the students narrowing down their lists of 

colleges to make decisions on where to enroll.   

Clearly, access to college for African American students is of great concern.  One of the 

key players in a student’s ability to have access is the student’s guidance and/or college 

counselor.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to look at high school African American students’ 

perceptions of their college counseling experiences.  Much research has been done to highlight 

the views and/or perceptions of various stakeholders regarding college counseling with respect to 

African American students (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Ng, Wolf-

Wendel, & Lomardi, 2014).  A few examples of stakeholders are administrators, teachers, 

parents or guardians, and college-going organizations.  However, little research exists on the 

views and or perceptions of college counseling from the student’s perspective (Howard, 2003).  

Knowing the perceptions of students provides a better understanding of how African American 

students in urban settings perceive the college counseling provided to them.   

Research Questions   

To gather information regarding the perceptions of high school African American 

students regarding their college counseling experiences, the following research questions were 

explored: 

1. What expectations do high school African American students have regarding their 

access to college counseling services? 
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2. What expectations do high school African American students have regarding their 

college counseling services?  

3. How do high school African American students perceive access to counseling 

services, types of services provided, and the quality of interactions with their 

counselors? 

4. What particular factors do African American students perceive influence the quality 

of their college counseling interactions? 

5. Do these interactions impact college enrollment decisions? 

Significance 

By assessing the college counseling experience through the lens of the student, the study 

provides valuable insight from those receiving the intended services.  This study adds to the 

greater body of research conducted on how African American students perceive the college 

counseling services provided.  It can then be used to provide answers that help enhance and or 

improve upon how counseling departments in Indiana schools counsel African American 

students through the college-going process. 

This research is significant to me as a former college admissions counselor, because all 

too often, I had the unfortunate task of denying admission to African American students who 

were assured they had done everything necessary (e.g., classes, test scores, extra-curricular 

and/or co-curricular activities) to make them admissible to college.  The research provides me 

with the opportunity to understand first-hand the perceptions African American students have 

regarding their college counseling preparation.  This also assists me professionally to be more 

effective in my role as a mentor to aspiring school leaders. 
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Delimitations 

Delimitations are restrictions that researchers place upon their studies to narrow the scope 

of what they intend to do (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  For the purpose of this study, I delimited the 

collection of data to African American students in a select number of high schools.  All students 

in the study were in the 11th and 12th grades. 

The selection of this particular age group allowed for a more immediate response.  It also 

enhanced the authenticity for students who were making the decision in the moment.  However, 

what this may not have provided was a separation of those who really used the information from 

those who did not in terms of college enrollment. 

In addition, this study only pursued the perceptions of African American students.  

Although it gave more insight into their college-going process as, it did not allow for the findings 

to be broadly applied to other ethnicities.   

Conducting the study in an urban setting was another delimitation.  Because this study 

was limited to urban schools, it had an impact on whether the findings were useful to those in 

suburban or rural settings. 

Last, conducting the research in a public school was another delimitation.  The findings 

from public schools may not apply to private or parochial schools. 

Challenges and Limitations 

Limitations are potential weaknesses in the researcher’s study and are out of the 

researcher’s control (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  For the purpose of this study, limitations for this 

research were as follows: 

1. It was assumed that the students designated to participate in the study were truthful in 

their responses to the best of their knowledge.  In order to control for this in the study, 
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I attempted to gather a large sample of responses by contacting administrators from 

urban public schools in the greater Indianapolis, Indiana, area instead of one school 

district.  In addition, the survey was vetted by several reviewers before the research 

began to safeguard against questions being misinterpreted.  

2. As a person of African American descent and as a former counselor, I have strong 

feelings on this topic.  In order to control for any bias, I strived for objectivity and 

kept an open mind.  It was more important that I deepen my role as a researcher and 

remember that I was trying to measure the effects of the college counseling 

experience. 

Definition of Terms 

African American is a person who has origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa.  

This includes people who indicate their race as “Black, African American, or Negro”; or report 

entries such as African American, Kenyan, Nigerian, or Haitian (Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, & 

Drewery, 2011, p. 2). 

College access constitutes a series of most crucial high school milestones where critical 

preparation occurs.  The high school success indicators are academic achievement in high 

school, preparation for and success on college exams (such as the SAT, PSAT, and ACT), 

college applications, financial aid applications, and overview of the college access and success 

system scholarships (Lumina Foundation, 2009). 

College and career readiness is the acquisition of the knowledge and skills a student 

needs to enroll and succeed in credit-bearing, first-year courses at a postsecondary institution 

(such as a two- or four-year college, trade school, or technical school) without the need for 

remediation (American College Testing [ACT], 2012). 



9 

College choice is defined as “a complex, multistage process during which an individual 

develops aspirations to continue formal education beyond high school, followed later by a 

decision to attend a specific college, university or institution of advanced vocational training” 

(Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989, p. 7). 

College counseling is advisement and activities provided by school counselors, which 

inform students about colleges and universities (Savitz-Romer, 2012). 

College counselor is a person who helps students and parents understand the complexities 

of the college admissions process.  This position is often synonymous with school or guidance 

counselor.  However, in some secondary schools the college counselor and guidance/school 

counselor are two separate positions.  Private college counselors are also used by students and 

parents.  They often require a fee for their services (Savitz-Romer, 2012). 

National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC), founded in 1937, is 

an organization of more than 13,000 professionals from around the world dedicated to serving 

students as they make choices about pursuing postsecondary education (NACAC, 2010). 

School counselor, also known as a guidance counselor, offers advice in the areas of 

academic achievement, personal/social development and college and career development 

(American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2016).  

White American refers to a person who has origins in any of the original peoples of 

Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa.  It includes people who indicate their race as White or 

report entries such as Irish, German, Italian, Lebanese, Arab, Moroccan, or Caucasian (Rastogi et 

al., 2011). 
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Conceptual Model of Research Study  

The conceptual model in Figure 1 visually represents the concept of the study and the 

methodology.  The base of the seesaw represents the overall idea of college counseling services 

for African American students.  The box on the left side of the teeter-totter denotes the services 

African American students expect to receive (type and access), and the box on the right side of 

the teeter-totter denotes their perceptions of what college counseling services (type and access) 

they receive.  The incongruence between the two (their expectations vs. their perceptions) is 

represented by the balance bar.  The box holding up the teeter-totter represents the methodology 

I used. 

 
Figure 1. Methodology used to represent college counseling services for African American 

students. 
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Summary 

Chapter 1 provided the pertinent background related to the research topic and why this 

topic is important, delimitations, and limitations.  Chapter 2 presents a literature review in which 

relevant literature pertaining to African American students’ perceptions and experiences with 

high school college counseling, college access for African American students, contextual 

research, and an evaluation of significant study designs are summarized.  Chapter 3 consists of 

the study’s methodology, including the research design, participants, recruitment, data collection 

methods, and data analysis procedures.  Chapter 4 describes the themes that emerged from the 

focus group interviews in the form of data analysis.  Chapter 5 discusses study implications and 

provides recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Very little literature exists on the insight of high school African American students and 

their trust and belief of the college counseling services they receive (Flowers et al., 2003; 

Howard, 2003).  This deficiency deserves research and analysis to explore how this unique 

population is being served and how African American students perceive their needs are and are 

not being met.  The deficiency in research substantiates a need to hear from the students directly 

(Freeman, 1997).  This chapter contains three main sections.  Each section includes subsections 

that contain literature relevant to this topic.  The first section reviews the literature on the history 

of school counseling.  This section includes a subsection that addresses the current state of the 

school counselor’s role.  I reviewed literature in the second section that delves into the role of the 

school counselor.  This section also included perceptions school counselors and administrators 

have of the role of school counselors.  In order to gain an understanding of how African 

American students perceive their counseling experiences, one must first understand the roles and 

responsibilities of school counselors.  This provided the context for how students are being 

served and how it may influence their perceptions.  The third section reviews literature on 

college access and college choice as it pertained to African American youths.  The literature 

review includes a deeper search into college aspirations from the students’ and parents’ views.   
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History of School Counseling 

According to the literature, the role of a school counselor has been redefined and 

modernized many times to meet the needs of an ever-changing society or in response to societal 

events (Baker & Gerler, 2008; Gysbers & Henderson, 2001; Schmidt, 2003).  “The history of 

school counseling has depicted a profession in search of an identity” (Dahir, 2004, p. 345). 

The Early Beginnings 

The development of school counseling began in the 20th century.  School counseling as a 

profession began as vocational guidance.  The emergence of school counseling came from the 

Industrial Revolution (Baker & Gerler, 2008; Schmidt, 2003).  The vocational counselor was a 

teacher who had a long list of duties to accomplish in addition to his or her teaching.  The 

vocational counselor received no financial compensation for these additional duties (Ginn, 1924; 

Gysbers & Henderson, 1997).   

According to Gysbers and Henderson (1997), vocational guidance was the by-product of 

the economic, educational, and social problems of the times.  Its main focus was on the young 

people’s entry into the workplace and the conditions they might find.  The need to train workers 

for the workplace was of great economic concern.  In addition, there were educational concerns 

that came from the necessity to improve what schools were doing to assist students in finding 

purpose for their education and understand interpersonal relationships, students’ moral 

development, and students’ understanding the world of work (Baker & Gerler, 2008; Gysbers & 

Henderson, 2001; Schmidt, 2003).  According to Gysbers and Henderson (1997), there were 15 

common key duties for a vocational counselor to have.  Such duties included 

• meeting with students who were failing in sixth grade and higher, 

• determining why these students were failing, 
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• finding a solution for students’ failures, 

• working with teachers to connect what is being taught to how it relates to job 

related problems, 

• using the “cumulative record card” (Ginn, 1924, p. 22) and “records of 

intelligence” (Ginn, 1924, p. 22) when advising, 

• persuading students to remain in school, and 

• interviewing and “checking cards” (Ginn, 1924, p. 22) of every student who was 

leaving school to make sure they understood the requirements for securing an 

employment card. 

Components of this method were included in school counseling models well into the late 1960s.  

Frank Parsons, who was known as the father of vocational guidance, published works 

that noted there was a clear need for a more career-focused counseling program (Krumboltz & 

Kolpin, 2003; Pope, 2009).  Parsons believed that his main responsibility was to provide services 

to youths for them to be more effective (Sink, 2005).  This helped educators realize they had to 

begin with elementary-aged children in order to be most effective (Sink, 2005).  Parson’s work 

birthed the National Vocational Guidance Association in 1913. 

By the 1930s educational guidance became the new model that presented a more 

comprehensive way for educators to help children (Pope, 2009; Sink, 2005).  Vocational 

counselors began to look at children in a holistic way.  They used more scientific methods to 

acquire knowledge about the child and this knowledge helped them develop ideas for best 

practices with that child (Sink, 2005).  The main responsibilities of the vocation counselor were 

to help with vocational planning, teach the students appreciable social behaviors, and to promote 

character development (Baker & Gerler, 2008).  This new focus came on the heels of the 
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progressive education movement.  John Dewey introduced this movement which stressed the 

school’s role in guiding students in their personal, social, and moral development (Schmidt, 

2003).  In addition, Rogers’s (1942) book fueled the expansion of guidance to include counseling 

by incorporating more theoretical and therapeutic ideas.  

Organizational Changes and Professional Influences 

In 1952, according to the American Counseling Association (ACA; 2015),  

There were “four independent associations that merged to form the American Personnel 

and Guidance Association.  These four associations were the National Vocational 

Guidance Association (NVGA), the Student Personnel Association for Teacher Education 

(SPATE), the National Association of Guidance and Counselor Trainers (NAGCT), and 

the American College Personnel Association. (para. 1)   

They merged with the intent of having greater professional voice (Baker & Gerler, 2008).  “In 

1983, the APGA changed its name to the American Association of Counseling and 

Development.  The name change occurred again in 1992 to the American Counseling 

Association” (ACA, 2015, para. 1).  Under the ACA, there are 20 divisions that strengthen its 

professional identity and these divisions are organized around particular interest and practice 

areas (ACA, 2015).  One such division is the American School Counselor Association, better 

known as ASCA.  According to Schmidt (2003), ASCA had a huge impact on the overall growth 

of the school counseling profession.  In 1957, the launch of the Sputnik space satellite put a 

sense of fear and panic in many Americans.  By the time the satellite had launched, the landscape 

of education in America changed; social and educational reforms were promptly put into place.  

These reforms quickly brought America back to the forefront in science and technology.  In 

addition, the launch had an immediate impact on how school counseling at the middle and high 
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school levels was developed and redefined (Wittmer, 2000).  According to Paisley and Borders 

(1995) and Wittmer (2000), the National Defense Education Act of 1958 and the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965 also played a key role in redefining school counseling.  This 

new piece of federal legislation, the National Defense Education Act, almost immediately 

directed a huge amount of money to school guidance counselor preparation programs (Baker, 

2001; Wittmer, 2000).  The government hoped that this investment would not only develop 

school guidance counselors’ knowledge and skills, but in addition, it would increase the amount 

of properly trained counselors (Baker, 2001).  According to Baker and Gerler (2008), the funding 

did have an impact on the number of people being trained as school counselors.  In fact, between 

1958 and 1967 the number tripled (Wittmer, 2000).  Full-time school guidance counselors 

became the norm.  Gone were the days of the teacher–counselor position that was prevalent in 

the 1900s.  In addition, the position known as “pupil personnel” (Gysbers & Henderson, 2001, p. 

8) was created.  According to Gysbers (1990), the model that much of the professional theory 

was based upon during this period of time was the “counselor-clinical-services” (p. 167) or the 

“process-model approach” (p. 167).  This approach, which entailed elements of counseling, 

consulting, and coordinating, was emphasized.  

Current School Counseling Practices 

According to Gysbers (1990), the University of Missouri-Columbia convened a national 

symposium in 1969 to start the process of reexamining the duties of the school counselor as it 

related to career guidance and placement.  Gysbers (1990) noted that the USDOE gave funding 

to the University of Missouri-Columbia to assist states in creating guides on how to implement 

career guidance and placement programs in schools.  An outcome of this conference was a 

guidebook that provided organizational structure for comprehensive guidance programs.  This 
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guidebook was published in February 1974 (Gysbers, 1990).   

According to Baker (2001), the idea of elementary and school guidance counseling saw a 

rebirth due in part to the resurgence of the developmental approach to school counseling.  This 

resurgence took place in the late 1970s.  Gysbers (1990) also noted that the “services approach” 

(p. 2) to guidance began during this time.  School guidance counselors were urged to create their 

programs using very clear objectives and goals.  These objectives and goals were rooted in 

diagnosis and therapy to primary prevention (Gysbers, 1990).  Baker and Gerler (2008) and 

Gysbers (1990) believed that the goal in providing these services was to concentrate on the 

individual growth of the student.  

In the 1970s, there was increased focus on the need for the accountability and the 

evaluation of school counseling programs (Baker, 2001).  From this increased focus was born the 

developmental guidance movement of the 1980s.  The developmental guidance movement 

brought about a reorganization of school counseling which focused more on a guidance 

curriculum and program that was comprehensive in nature (Baker, 2001; Baker & Gerler, 2008; 

Gysbers & Henderson, 2012).  

The study by Butler, Evans, Brooks, Williams, and Bailey (2013) focused on the 

counseling of African American male students and cited that the crisis within this group was 

becoming more disconnected with the society.  It was established that a lower number of African 

American male students were completing school, and one of the key reasons for this was the lack 

of proper guidance and mentoring.  Butler et al. (2013) shared that students from minority groups 

were not as likely to seek counseling services.  For this reason alone, there is the need to put 

forth effort in order to stop the trend and ensure that more African Americans male students 

understand the importance of counseling and are ready to seek those services.  Butler et al. also 
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cited the importance of mentoring and counseling programs and how it has been critical in 

modeling the life of many students especially the adolescents.  For this reason, Butler et al. 

explained that the counseling professionals have a part to play in making sure that all the 

students and ethnic groups participate in the counseling programs.  

In cases where the programs have been made effective, the students benefit greatly by 

receiving information and guidance from the counselors, which improves their performances and 

aspirations to go to college.  If the current state of the counseling programs can be improved 

further, then more students will be able to benefit—both the White and the Black American 

students who are faced with numerous challenges in their pursuit to further education (Baker, 

2001; Baker & Gerler, 2008; Gysbers & Henderson, 2012).  

Current State of Counselor’s Role 

The review of literature found that the school counselor’s role is ever evolving.  School 

counselors are often overworked and are barely able to keep up with the demands placed on 

them.  The ASCA (2012) recommended student-to-counselor ratio is 250-to-1.  Yet, on average 

in public schools, the ratio is 471-to-1.  In Indiana, the average ratio is 620-to-1 (ASCA, 2012).  

In large public schools across the nation and schools with more than 25% minority students, the 

ratios are 429-to-1.  For schools that have 50% or more minority students, the caseload is 435-to-

1; 429-to-1 in those schools that have 75% minority or higher (College Board, 2011).  Indiana 

ranks 44 out of 50 states with the seventh highest student-to-counselor ratio.  The Indiana 

Administrative Code (2000) recommends, but does not require, student-to-school-counselor 

ratios in Indiana of “600:1 for Educational and Career Services delivered in Grades 1 through 6, 

300:1 for Educational and Career Services delivered in Grades 7 through 12 and 700:1 for 

Student Assistance Services delivered in Grades 1 through 12” (p. 1).  According to ASCA 



19 

(2014), at least three other states have ratio recommendations like Indiana, but 14 states mandate 

specific school-counselor-to-student ratios as reflected in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Average Indiana school counselor to student ratios compared to national average 

ratios.1 

 

 

Though states like Indiana either recommend or mandate school counselor-to-student 

ratios, these recommendations or mandates do not make a difference according to the literature 

reviewed.  The low counselor ratios compared to the number of students in the schools with 

larger numbers of minority-group students means that the counselors are not able to offer their 

services effectively.  In some instances, the counselor has to offer personalized counseling to 

each and every student in order to understand the student’s unique challenges.  However, with 

the high student numbers that have to be counseled by one counselor, it means that the services 

                                                 

1 Reprinted from the Indiana School Counseling Research Review (2014) and commissioned by the Indiana 

Chamber of Commerce Foundation.  Produced by Matt Fleck of Fleck Education and the Partnership for College 

and Career Readiness, an organization with the primary aim of improving the college and career readiness of 

students through programs, resources and support of school counselors.   
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cannot be as effective as it is the case with the schools where the counselor-to-student ratios are 

favorable.  Despite the changes that have been recommended to increase the number of 

counselors in schools with minority groups, this is yet to be achieved and the African American 

students continue to miss the opportunities for counseling which should help them improve on 

their education prospects (Gysbers, 1990).  

In 2014, the Indiana Chamber of Commerce commissioned a study on school counseling 

in Indiana (Fleck, 2014).  The Indiana School Counseling Research Review was formed and this 

group surveyed 426 Indiana school counselors to evaluate the present state of school counseling 

in Indiana (Fleck, 2014).  According to the executive summary, the Indiana Chamber 

Foundation’s goal in commissioning the survey was to find out whether school counseling had 

changed much since Orfield and Paul’s (1994) report and noted differences in how college and 

career readiness was provided to students.  Of the 426 respondents, 73% were high school 

counselors.  Findings from the survey noted that very little had changed in 20 years since the 

original report.  Still existing “was a lack of clarity of school counselors’ roles and 

responsibilities;” the report also stated that “too little time is spent on college and career 

readiness, counselor education programs are still not providing adequate preparation in college 

and career counseling” (Fleck, 2014, p. 1), and school counselors still have to deal with non-

counseling duties which divide the counselors’ time in many directions.  Additionally, the report 

noted that two key survey questions and results further spoke to the concern Indiana school 

counselors have regarding the amount of time spent on college and career counseling. 

Key survey questions and results as reported in “Indiana School Counseling Research and 

Review Executive Summary” (Fleck, 2014) are as follows: 

In a typical school year, approximately what percentage of time do you spend on college 
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and career readiness activities? 

Less than 10%   15% (63 respondents)  

10-25%   43% (181 respondents)   

26-50%   32% (135 respondents)  

51-75%    8% (34 respondents)  

More than 75%   1% (6 respondents)   

 

I would like to spend more time helping my students with college and career readiness.  

Strongly Disagree   0% (2 respondents)  

Disagree    4% (16 respondents)  

Neither Agree nor Disagree 14% (60 respondents)  

Agree     45% (191 respondents)  

Strongly Agree  36% (153 respondents) (p. 2) 

The overall body of research conducted supports the Indiana findings.  Nationally, school 

counselors do not spend most of their day on college-related activities (College Board, 2011; 

McDonough, 2006).  Instead, most of their time is spent on administrative tasks, matters of 

discipline, oversight of testing programs, work to fix scheduling snafus, and substitute teaching 

to name just a few (McDonough, 2004; Perna et al., 2008).  Table 1 contains a comparison of 

how Indiana school counselors manage their daily time.  The percentage of time counselors 

spend on the various aspects of their job is varied.  In Table 2, one can see that the school 

counselor does not spend the entire day devoted to one thing. 
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Table 1 

Comparison of Time Spent by Indiana School Counselors 

 

Activity 

 

2010 

 

2011 

 

2013* 

 

2013* 

 

Counseling 

 

20.0% 

 

23.1% 

 

17.1% 

 

15.4% 

 

Guidance 

 

32.0% 

 

29.9% 

 

21.9% 

 

21.4% 

 

Advocacy 

 

13.0% 

 

13.1% 

 

10.8% 

 

10.6% 

 

Program Management 

 

19.0% 

 

16.8% 

 

13.3% 

 

13.0% 

 

Non-Counseling 

 

18.0% 

 

18.2% 

 

36.8% 

 

39.5% 

*Note. For the four-year comparison of time spent by Indiana school counselors on various 

aspects of their job, the increase in non-counseling duties corresponds to a sharp decrease in the 

percentage of time spent on guidance activities (including college and career readiness).  Two 

school counselor surveys were conducted in 2013.  The first was at the request of the Indiana 

Department of Education and the second was commissioned by the Indiana Chamber of 

Commerce Foundation (Fleck, 2014). 
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Table 2 

Aspects of Counselor’s Job 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity 

 

 

 

 

 

All 

Counselors 

% 

 

 

 

 

 

Middle 

School 

% 

 

 

 

 

 

High 

School 

% 

 

 

 

 

 

Public 

School 

% 

 

 

 

 

 

Private 

School 

% 

 

High 

College 

Attendance 

(90%+) 

High 

School 

Only % 

 

Lower 

College 

Attendance 

(up to 60%) 

High 

School 

Only % 

 

Personal 

Needs 

Counseling 

 

93% 

 

99% 

 

91% 

 

97% 

 

68% 

 

80% 

 

96% 

 

Student 

Counseling 

 

89% 

 

86% 

 

90% 

 

92% 

 

65% 

 

79% 

 

94% 

 

College  

Counseling 

 

80% 

 

35% 

 

96% 

 

78% 

 

88% 

 

95% 

 

96% 

 

Academic 

Testing 

 

79% 

 

76% 

 

80% 

 

80% 

 

75% 

 

76% 

 

82% 

 

Family and 

Community 

Outreach 

 

74% 

 

84% 

 

70% 

 

78% 

 

45% 

 

59% 

 

74% 

 

Developing 

a Master 

Schedule 

 

45% 

 

51% 

 

42% 

 

47% 

 

25% 

 

29% 

 

50% 

 

Occupation 

Counseling 

and Job 

Placement 

 

42% 

 

20% 

 

49% 

 

43% 

 

30% 

 

41% 

 

52% 

 

Teaching 

 

34% 

 

47% 

 

29% 

 

33% 

 

37% 

 

32% 

 

28% 

Note. College Board (2011). 
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According to the College Board (2011), school counselors want to devote more time to 

activities that promote student success.  These activities are student academic planning, career 

counseling and exploration, and building a college-going culture (College Board, 2011).  Many 

of the counselors surveyed wanted to spend less time on administrative tasks.  Although the 

overall school counseling population wants to devote more time to building the college-going 

culture, the survey noted that counselors who are in high poverty, high minority schools placed 

more emphasis on academic planning and college-focused activities than those in more affluent 

schools (College Board, 2011).  Over 5,308 middle school and high school counselors were 

surveyed for this report which made it the biggest and broadest national survey of school 

counselors to date (College Board, 2011). 

Recently, a number of studies called for an increase in the number of counselors and the 

amount of time they commit to college counseling activities (Gándara & Bial, 2001; Kirst & 

Venezia, 2004; McDonough, 2005; Rothman, 2012).  This call to action was noted as one of the 

most important changes needed to improving college access (Gándara & Bial, 2001; Kirst & 

Venezia, 2004; McDonough, 2005; Rothman, 2012).  

Under the Indiana Administrative Code 511 IAC 4-1.5 Student Services Rule, the 

responsibilities of school counselors are clearly outlined and placed in to two categories.  They 

are 

• 511 IAC 4-1.5-4.  Educational and career services which in summary requires at the 

secondary level only that schools have a certified school counselor that coordinates 

all services.  The services include developing orientation programs for prospective 

students, assisting teachers with student study skills, helping with or providing or 

assisting with the administration of achievement tests for students and the 



25 

interpretation and reporting of results to student, parents and community members. 

Counselors must also help students plan their course of study.  This is only mandated 

at the secondary level. 

• 511 IAC 4-1.5-5. Student assistance services must be coordinated by a certified 

school counselor, certified psychologist, or certified school social worker (master’s 

level).  The services include prevention (healthy living and social interactions), 

working with communities to develop summer and extended school programs, 

educating school staff and parents on the developmental needs and behavioral 

management of students and, teaching staff and parents to identify and refer students 

with problems that interfere with learning.  Additionally, school counselors must 

gather and interpret data on student needs, identify and refer students in need of 

special services, provide brief individual and group counseling to students and 

families who need help with personal concerns or developmental problems, offer 

consultation services to staff and parents for identifying strategies for helping 

students, provide referral services to students and parents for intensive counseling or 

other services not available in the school. (pp. 2-3) 

Anecdotal evidence regarding this rule shows that few, if any, Indiana schools organize 

school counseling programs around these terms or the specific responsibilities defined in the rule 

(Fleck, 2014).  Although anecdotal evidence noted that the few schools in Indiana organized 

their school counseling programs around this rule, it does illuminate the fact that school 

counselors’ duties are multifaceted. 

“Nationally, 32 states and the District of Columbia mandate school counselors in 

secondary schools (mostly Grades 9-12)” (Fleck, 2014, p. 14).  The lack of a unified mandate 
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across the nation further complicated the problem of quality college counseling for all students. 

Student Perceptions of a School Counselor’s Role 

For any counseling program to be successful, the students who are being counseled need 

to have a positive perception of the exercise and understand the kind of benefits that they are to 

gain from it (Schmidt, 2003).  If the students feel that the counselors’ roles are insignificant to 

the decisions that they make and their development, there will be less concentration and 

motivation to gain from the exercise (Medvene, 1972).  It is, therefore, the role of the counselors 

to make the students appreciate the kind of services they offer and make them feel part of the 

program (Medvene, 1972).   

A study conducted by Johnson, Rochkind, Ott, and DuPont (2010) surveyed young adults 

aged 22 through 30 about their high school counseling experience.  Johnson et al. surveyed over 

“600 people who graduated from various high schools across the United States in the last four to 

12 years” (p. 3).  Johnson et al. wanted to “shed light on low completion rates at the high school 

and college levels” (p. 3).  

According to the study, most of the young adults surveyed who went on to college 

believed that the advice given to them by their guidance counselors was “inadequate and often 

impersonal and perfunctory” (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 5).  When the participants were questioned 

about the experiences they had with their high school counselor, roughly half said “that they felt 

like just another face in the crowd” (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 5).  Six of 10 surveyed rated their 

school counselors as fair or poor.  

The most significant information of the study noted that many of the young adults who 

“characterized their interactions with guidance counselors as anonymous and unhelpful” (Public 

Agenda, 2010, para. 3) were not as likely to go directly into postsecondary programs from high 
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school.  According to Public Agenda (2010), those surveyed were not as likely to say that they 

had selected their colleges or universities based on a clear set of criteria such as financial aid 

availability, academic reputation, or the possibility that it would help them get a good paying job 

after graduation.  

The responses provided by the young adults surveyed suggested that the present high 

school counseling system is an extremely “weak part of the nation’s efforts to increase college 

attendance and ramp up degree completion” (Public Agenda, 2010, para. 3).  In fact, the young 

adults surveyed gave higher ratings to teachers and coaches as people who motivated them and 

encouraged them to further their education by going to college.  The survey pointed out that the 

“judgments young people make about their high school counselors are often harsh, considerably 

harsher than the judgments they make about their high school teachers or their advisers at the 

postsecondary level” (Public Agenda, 2010, para. 3).  But before additional details of the survey 

are presented, additional context is presented about the challenges facing the counseling system 

nationwide.  

Even though this study provided insight into how students perceive school counselors, 

several important factors were omitted.  The study did not separate responses by race or 

ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic background, or by the type of high school attended (e.g., 

public, private, urban, suburban).  Categorizing the responses using demographic information 

helps to understand better how students of color in particular view their school counseling 

experience.   

African American students’ perceptions of counseling.  The review of literature 

regarding African American students’ perceptions of counseling noted that it is important to 

understand first and foremost what causes African American students to seek out a counseling 
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relationship.  It is also significant to note how important that interaction is in establishing an 

appropriate and meaningful counseling contact (Bryan & Gallant, 2012). 

Studies published that sought to find out this information were conducted in two different 

ways.  The first study used “help-seeking” attributes to find out how to better assist them with 

mental health services and academic planning in the college setting (Duncan & Johnson, 2007; 

A. Williams & Justice, 2010).  The second study identified key components of effective 

counseling relationships as seen through the eyes of a specific type of African American male 

high school students (Moore, Henfield, & Owens, 2008; Owens, Simmons, Bryant, & Henfield, 

2010).  The sparse number of studies conducted with African American students and counseling 

using narrow groups of African American students exhibited the need for more study in this area.    

Using a qualitative framework, Owens et al. (2010) “study explored urban African 

American males’ perceptions of school counselors and the quality of school counseling services 

that can be used by school counselors to create culturally meaningful interventions designed to 

meet their need” (p. 168).  The main researcher, a counselor-educator, 

sought assistance from a local urban high school administrator and school counselor to 

solicit participants. . .  Potential participants received documents that described the study 

to them and their parents.  Of the 30 potential participants identified by the administrator 

and counselor, 10 returned signed parental consent forms and agreed to participate.  

Participants ranged in age from 14 to 17; the median grade level was 11th grade, and the 

median grade point average was 2.7 (4.0 scale).  Eight students resided in single parent, 

female-headed households; two reported living with grandparents. (Owens et al., 2010, p. 

164)  

The 10 participants were all provided counseling services by female African American 
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counselors, which was not common.  According to Owens et al. (2010), three primary themes 

emerged from their 50-minute individual interviews: “positive experiences and regard toward 

counselors, academic support necessary to navigate the educational process,” (p. 170) and 

“suggestions for improving school counseling services” (p. 171).  Theme A centered on the 

positive experiences the participants had.  Of the 10 who participated in the study, nine conveyed 

positive perceptions of their school counselors using statements like “She has done everything 

that I need her to do for me” and “Anything that we need we just ask and she’ll make sure that 

we get it” (Owens et al., 2010, p. 170).  Theme B concerned the students’ perceived academic 

supports, and student responses included needing more information on topics such as 

study/organizational skills, tutoring services, course selections, and scholarships.  Theme C, 

recommendations for refining school counseling services, was created because of student 

comments such as “There needs to be more school counselors in this building because there are 

not enough” (Owens et al., 2010, p. 171) and “she’s cool but busy” (Owens et al., 2010, p. 171).  

Consistent with the thought that a need for additional counselors existed was the desire for 

counselors to help students address non-academic problems such as home issues and peer 

pressure. 

Despite the services that the students seek from counselors, it is the role of the counselors 

to create a relationship with the students, which they can use to gain a better understanding of the 

challenges that the students face and how the students can be assisted (Roderick et al., 2011).  

Students who have no aspirations of continuing with higher education, for instance, are less 

likely to ask for information about the college opportunities that are available and those in which 

they can take advantage (Roderick et al., 2011).  In this case, the counselors have the role of 

bringing about the conservation and challenging the African American students to focus on how 
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they can further their education after the high school.  This helps to create greater interest among 

the students when they feel that they actually have an opportunity to further their education.   

Though the Owens et al. (2010) study provided helpful general perceptions, more data 

would be helpful.  Although most participants found their counselors to be helpful, it is 

important to better understand what type of services they actually sought out and, specifically, 

how they received assistance.  It would have been useful to determine what characteristics of the 

counselors made them seem approachable and how the relationships were formed.  An analysis 

also needs to be done to establish how the teachers and the coaches are able to influence the 

students more when compared to the counselors despite this not being their roles.  It means that 

the counselors need to learn from the teachers and the coaches about how they can create good 

relationships with the students, hence, making themselves approachable and worthy of winning 

their trust.  

Culturally Competent Counseling 

Literature reviewed stated that school counselors are in a key position to nurture the 

academic achievement of African American high school student (Bryan et al., 2009).  However, 

some may feel as though they are not prepared to work effectively with this population, in part 

due to training that is inadequate applicable in school counselor education programs (Hobson & 

Kanitz, 1996).  The issue of underrepresentation of African Americans in the high school 

counseling programs was highlighted by Haizlip (2012).  Haizlip highlighted the significant 

increase of the Black American population in relation to that of the European American 

populations.  For this reason, the counseling programs in schools need to be amended in order to 

be more representative of the demographics in the nation today.  This arises from the fact that 
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counseling programs have long been focused on the White American populations, which 

becomes disadvantageous for the Black American students (Haizlip, 2012).   

 Multicultural education and training is required for all counseling and related education 

programs (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 

[CACREP], 2015).  Over 200 school counselor education programs are endorsed by CACREP 

(2015).  Multicultural counseling was not officially recognized until 1994 as a module of training 

in counselor education programs.  It was then that CACREP included a social and cultural 

foundation requirement to the core curricula (CACREP, 1994).  The addition of the social and 

cultural foundation requirement spawned a debate in counselor education programs over which 

multicultural training model to use as they created their courses (Lewis & Hayes, 1991).  There 

were six training models: “traditional program, workshop design, separate course, 

interdisciplinary cognate, subspecialty cognate, and integrated program” (Ridley, Mendoza, & 

Kanitz, 1994, p. 233).  The majority of multicultural counseling courses focused on three 

primary competency domains: knowledge, skills, and awareness of various cultural groups 

(Arredondo et al., 1996).  No matter what model is used, concern is present that multicultural 

training of school counselors is inadequate (Herr, 1989; Hobson & Kanitz, 1996) especially since 

many of the counselor education programs only offer one required multicultural counseling 

course (CACREP, 2014).  Locke and Kiselica (1999) argued that a course model that is separate 

does not prepare counseling candidates for the intricate issues that are a part of multicultural 

counseling.  Other researchers added that the presence of faculty of color is needed in order for 

counseling programs to offer ethical and relevant multicultural education (Ponterotto, Alexander, 

& Greiger, 1995; Torres, Ottens, & Johnson, 1997).   

In 1998, ASCA adopted a position statement that encouraged school counselors to “foster 
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increased awareness, understanding, and appreciation of cultural diversity in the school and 

community through advocacy, networking, and resource utilization to ensure a welcoming 

school environment” (ASCA, 2015, p. 19).  Despite this and CACREP’s adding multicultural 

standards, the significance in the literature placed on the skills vital for school counselors to 

successfully help different populations has been extremely limited.  In 2004, Holcomb-McCoy 

recommended areas of multicultural competence that she believed were crucial for the 

application of school counseling.  The checklist, which included 51 items, is structured into nine 

categories.  These categories are  

multicultural counseling, multicultural consultation, understanding racism and student 

resistance, multicultural assessment, understanding racial identity development, 

multicultural family counseling, social advocacy, developing school-family-community 

partnerships, and understanding cross-cultural interpersonal interactions. (Holcomb-

McCoy, 2004, p. 178) 

“The categories and items were extracted through a theme analysis of literature pertaining to 

multicultural issues and school counseling” (Holcomb-McCoy, 2004, p. 178). 

After creating this checklist, Holcomb-McCoy (2005) conducted a study to find out to 

what degree practicing school counselors thought they were multiculturally competent.  

Holcomb-McCoy’s) study had 209 respondents of the 510 she invited to participate.  Holcomb-

McCoy used the ASCA membership database to identify participants; the sample was arranged 

by state to guarantee that all of ASCA’s geographic regions were represented.  Holcomb-McCoy 

selected every “10th school counselor from a list of states and 10 from the remaining U.S. 

regions (e.g., Puerto Rico, West Indies)” (p. 415).  Of the 209, 37% were elementary counselors, 

23% were middle school counselors, and 31% were high school counselors (Holcomb-McCoy, 
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2005).  Findings suggested that most counselors thought of themselves to be at least somewhat 

competent in multicultural awareness, knowledge, and terminology.  Counselors who indicated 

that they had taken a course in multicultural counseling in their counselor preparation graduate 

program assessed themselves higher than those who did not.  Although the findings were useful, 

the study did not investigate how the counselors used these skills in practice or whether their 

students felt the counselors were culturally competent or not.  

Acquiring the skills does not necessarily translate to effectively utilizing these skills to 

assist the multicultural groups that they are meant to offer counseling to, such as the African 

American students.  Most of the counselors who have undertaken courses in multicultural 

counseling have, in fact, not had a chance to practice their skills with the minority groups in 

order to gauge their competence.  This means that they may not be as competent as they 

perceived themselves to be.  However, most of them have succeeded in offering counseling to 

the White students and guided them to success in pursuing higher education, which is one of the 

reasons why there are more White students in the colleges compared to any other group (Baker, 

2001).  

Academic Achievement of African American Students 

The academic achievement of African American students has been researched and 

written about for many years.  Researchers have theorized the factors that have an impact on 

African American students’ academic achievement by using a deficiency model (Tucker & 

Herman, 2002).  The deficiency model identified particular internal factors that can possibly 

prevent certain African American students from realizing their academic ability (Tucker & 

Herman, 2002).  One such deficiency model was called the cultural deficit theory.  According to 

Ford (1996), the cultural deficit theory “holds that the culture in which Black children are reared 
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is inadequate relative to socialization practices” (p. 84).  This theory often placed blame on “the 

victim” (Ford, 1996 p. 84).  In this theory, Blacks are not only seen as “culturally inferior but 

intellectually inferior as well” (Ford, 1996, p. 84).  This model or theory is often cited by 

educators as the reason for the disproportionate numbers of Black students not faring well on 

standardized test and for their overall poor academic achievement (Ford, 1996).  Additional 

models used to identify factors that influence African American students’ academic achievement 

are systemic–ecological models.  These models frequently put their academic achievement 

problems in a much larger environmental perspective (Kao & Tienda, 1998; Trusty, 2002).  

According to Kunjufu (1989), a number of factors exist that influence the academic achievement 

of African American students.  These factors include “school curriculum, student learning style, 

and teacher expectations” (Kunjufu, 1989, p. 1).  Most recently, the anti-deficit model (Harper, 

2012) has been recognized as a new way to look at academic achievement, in particular that of 

African American men.  “The framework inverts questions that are commonly asked about 

educational disadvantage, underrepresentation, insufficient preparation, academic 

underperformance, disengagement, and Black male student attrition” (Harper, 2012, p. 7).  

As stated previously, school counselors are in key positions to nurture the academic 

achievement of African American high school students (Bryan et al., 2009).  This is especially 

true for African American students who attend urban high schools.  However, there are some 

school counselors who feel as though they are not prepared to work effectively with this 

population, in part due to the lack of applicable training in school counselor education programs 

(Hobson & Kanitz, 1996).  Butler (2003) noted that if school counselors utilized a model that 

emphasized their resilience and strength, “school counselors may be able to identify and institute 

culturally relevant means of promoting academic achievement” (p. 52).  
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Two qualitative studies pertaining to the academic achievement of African American 

students were referenced in this literature review.  Throughout each study, the same theme 

reverberated: participants believed that teachers and counselors also contributed to their 

perceptions of themselves academically but mostly in a negative way. 

Howard (2003) interviewed “20 African American high school students from two urban 

high schools located in the Midwestern and Western areas of the United States” (p. 5).  The 

“cross-selection of participants ranged in grade level from 9th to 12th grades and included 10 

girls and 10 boys” (Howard, 2003, p. 5).  They were enrolled in “high status or college 

preparatory courses, such as Advanced Placement (AP) English, Math, and Science” (Howard, 

2003, p. 7).  “Conversely, a number of the students were also selected, who were enrolled in non-

AP and vocational preparatory courses” (Howard, 2003, p. 7).  Recommendations from teachers 

were used to identify participants.  They were identified by their teachers as “challenging,” 

“middle of the road,” and “college potential” (Howard, 2003, p. 7).  Howard conducted the study 

to find out “how they viewed their academic ability, potential, and performance in relation to 

their overall college prospects” (p. 5).   

In a semi-structured individual interview which lasted from 30-60 minutes, participants 

were asked to (a) describe their academic identity, (b) discuss who and what the most 

important influences on developing their academic identities were, and (c) describe how 

their school experiences shaped their academic identity. (Howard, 2003, p. 8)  

One finding in particular was relevant to this study.  Participants believed that teachers 

and counselors contributed to their perceptions of themselves but mostly in a negative way.  

Students made statements like “These teachers think that just because we’re Black kids from the 

ghetto that we can’t learn anything” (Howard, 2003, p. 10).  When one student met with his 
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freshman guidance counselor, he noted after meeting with him, “High school must be hard, 

because I am in these low classes” (Howard, 2003, p. 11).  However, a friend who was in the 

interview group noted, “I don’t think it has nothing to do with you not being smart, or high 

school being hard.  It has to do with what they (counselors) think about you” (Howard, 2003, p. 

11). 

The responses given by the African American students indicated that they do not have 

confidence in their teachers and that they are being discriminated against on the basis of their 

race.  This kind of perception is not good for their development as they feel that the world is 

against them and that their future aspirations to join colleges and other centers of higher 

education are doomed (Howard, 2003).  This should not be the case as the African American 

students should be treated equally and given equal opportunities as their European American 

counterparts (Howard, 2003).  The teachers and counselors in the schools have a duty to change 

this current perception and ensure that every student feels appreciated for what they are capable 

of achieving.  Given the previous statement, it could be argued that the teachers should, in fact, 

focus more on the students who are thought to be weak in order to improve them and make sure 

that they also have the opportunity to pursue higher education.  Baker and Gerler (2008) also 

highlighted the fact that the parents have a role to play in offering guidance to the African 

American students so that they understand the need to get the best from their education and 

ensure that they qualify to join colleges that will open up opportunities for them.  However, the 

current state of affairs will only result in the African American students lagging behind in 

education and other areas (Baker & Gerler, 2008).  

The second study reviewed was conducted by Pringle, Lyons, and Booker (2010) to gain 

insight into African American students’ perceptions of teacher expectations.  This study was 
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consistent with some of Howard’s (2003) findings in that African American students in both 

studies believed that teachers had preconceived notions about them based on superficial 

attributes.   

Forty-eight students were chosen from two high schools.  One was predominantly 

African American students and one predominantly European American students.  The semi-

structured individual interviews revealed several themes of note.  First, although most 

participants believed that their teachers expected them to graduate, they felt that the teachers had 

already identified those they felt would be successful and those who would not (Pringle et al., 

2010).  The students believed that the teachers would not spend extra effort to help those 

considered to be unsuccessful.  In addition, over three-fourths of the students interviewed 

reported perceptions of lower expectations for them and their friends (Pringle et al.).  Finally, 

over half of the students interviewed believed that race factored in to the way their teachers 

viewed them (Howard, 2003).  Race discrimination was a theme that emerged in Howard’s 

(2003) research as well. 

African American Students and College and Career Readiness 

Conceptually, college and career readiness can be understood in terms of whether African 

American students have acquired the necessary knowledge and skills in high school that they 

will need to succeed in college or whether they have acquired the necessary knowledge and skills 

in college in order to succeed in the professional world.  The relevant literature seemed to 

indicate that for many African American students, the answer to both of these questions was a 

significant negative (Roderick et al., 2009).  In a key report developed by ACT and the United 

Negro College Fund (UNCF; 2014), for example, it was found that only 34% of African 

American students who took the ACT standardized test met college readiness benchmarks for 
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English, relative to 64% of all students; only 17% met reading benchmarks, relative to 44% for 

all students; 14% for mathematics, relative to 43%; 10% for science, relative to 37% for all 

students; and 5% for all four subjects, relative to 26%.  In Indiana, 11% of African American 

students met three or more benchmarks.  This was slightly better than the national data (ACT, 

2014).  These data indicate that at the strictly academic level, significant disparities exist in 

academic performance and college readiness between African American students in particular 

and the broader student body in general.  

One of the main recommendations made in order to address this problem consisted of 

beginning educational interventions as early as possible.  As ACT and UNCF (2014) indicated, 

“Improving college and career readiness for all students begins as early as kindergarten—where 

gaps between low-income students and their more advantaged peers already exist.  Large 

numbers of underserved students enter kindergarten behind” (p. 15).  The main idea here is that 

African American students lag behind their peers in high school because the disparity has been 

accumulating all along from kindergarten onward and is to a significant extent determined by 

socioeconomic factors that have been in operation since birth.  

The statistics regarding African American students’ lack of academic preparedness for 

college, though, is not reflective of students’ actual college aspirations.  As Adams (2015) 

pointed out, although 62% of African American students failed to meet benchmarks in any of the 

ACT subjects, it was also true that 86% of those same students indicated they had intentions to 

go to college and earn degrees.  This strongly suggested it is necessary to develop supportive 

structures that can help African American students transition to college and gain the skills they 

need in order to succeed in such a setting as opposed to getting discouraged and dropping out as 
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a result of finding themselves unable to achieve success.  Aspiration is not missing, but it could 

easily fade away in the absence of adequate support (Adams, 2015).  

In this context, it makes a great deal of sense that the Executive Office of the President of 

the United States (2014) rolled out a plan to help community colleges provide supportive 

education for students who lack college preparedness when they enter college.  The Executive 

Office of the President suggested, for instance, it is important to develop community college 

curricula in such a way that institutions are able to provide remedial education for students who 

are in need of additional support and also ensuring those students are integrated into the broader 

track of attaining a degree.  This role for the community college is specifically identified as a 

potential solution for students who come from low-income backgrounds; however, this is 

particularly relevant for African American students insofar as lack of college preparedness in this 

population is to a significant extent influenced by the fact that African American students 

disproportionately come from backgrounds of lower socioeconomic status (SES) relative to their 

peers from other racial and ethnic backgrounds (Plank & Jordan, 2001).  

This called attention to an important theme which is implicit in much of the literature on 

the subject of college preparedness among African American students: disparities in this regard 

are significantly affected by the variable of SES.  That is, it is not the case that African American 

students lack college preparedness because they are African American; rather, they lack college 

preparedness because many of them come from a background of low SES—where low SES is, in 

fact, directly correlated with lower levels of college preparedness (Executive Office of the 

President, 2014).   

In this context there are two specific dimensions of the concept of college and career 

readiness.  The first consisted of college access and the second consisted of college aspiration.  
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Access refers to the extent to which African American students are objectively able to meet 

academic benchmarks, get admitted into schools of their choosing, and succeed with respect to 

staying in school and achieving degrees.  The ACT and UNCF (2014) report stated that a strong 

majority of African American students failed to meet benchmarks in all academic subjects, 

which significantly affected college access for these students in a negative way.  Several of the 

recommendations made by the Executive Office of the President (2014), especially the 

recommendations regarding the strengthening of community college programs, were meant to 

address this issue of college access.  

In addition to the dimension of college access, the variable of college aspiration also 

factored into this study.  This referred not so much to whether African American students are 

able to get into college but rather whether they feel motivated to get into college.  In principle, it 

is possible for aspiration to exist without access or access to exist without aspiration (Howard 

2003).  In practice though, these two factors can perhaps be conceptualized as being related in 

the following way: low aspiration inhibits African American students from acquiring the skills 

and knowledge they will need to succeed within the postsecondary education settings, which 

then also negatively affects access (Howard, 2003).  This means in order to address the problem 

at hand, it would be necessary to first ensure steps are taken to promote college aspiration among 

African American students, then provide supportive structures that can help those students 

overcome barriers to access that may still exist even in the presence of aspiration (Howard 2003).  

African American Students and College Access 

It was previously noted that college access refers to the extent to which African American 

students are objectively able to meet academic benchmarks, able to get admitted into schools of 

their choosing, able to succeed with respect to staying in school, and able to achieve degrees.  
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Additionally, the Glossary of Education Reform (“Hidden Curriculum,” 2014) stated that college 

access refers to the manner in which educational institutions and public policies work to ensure 

or attempt to ensure that there are opportunities which are both equal and equitable for all 

students—opportunities that allow students to take advantage of their education to the fullest.  

The challenges that relate to college access in particular, however, go far beyond the student 

simply being accepted into college and span the “hurdles that prevent many students, particularly 

minority and low-income students, from completing degrees” (“Issues A-Z,” 2011, para. 1).  In 

fact, “researchers contend that the rising cost of tuition, social disadvantages, and lack of 

adequate academic preparedness have contributed to under-representation of these groups of 

students on college and university campuses” (“Issues A-Z,” 2011, para. 1).  

College access is meant to be equitable and equal; however, in spite of this hope, studies 

showed that the rate of enrollment for Black students who attend college still significantly trails 

that of White students (A. Williams & Justice, 2010).  As a result of this statistic, it becomes 

clear that additional factors are at work that serve to influence the level of college access to 

Black students; among these are “inadequate access to college-going and financial aid 

information” (A. Williams & Justice, 2010, p. vi).  Other factors shown to affect college access 

included the income level of the student’s family and the self-esteem and confidence necessary 

for the student to pursue his or her goals (College Access and Success, 2010).  Studies have also 

shown that the level of high school preparation received by the student and the first year of 

college experienced also serve as a means of influencing the student’s ability and willingness to 

complete their his or her plan (Boston Higher Education Partnership, 2007).  

Further investigation into the matter showed that high school preparation, the first year of 

college, and the self-esteem and confidence of the student are not just areas of concern following 
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the student’s entry into college, but that “K-12 preparation and postsecondary” (Boston Higher 

Education Partnership, 2007, p. 2) preparation support all of these different areas.  This indicated 

that the role of the student’s school in the student attaining college access is great, and increased 

support from teachers and counselors alike is crucial in working to ensure the future success of 

the student by ensuring that the college aspirations are not only met but are, in fact, instilled 

within the student prior to the time to decide whether to go to college or not.  

Studies indicated that it is a combination of factors that work toward ensuring the student 

has college access.  These include the trifecta of academic preparation and enrichment, college 

aspirations and knowledge, and financial aid and planning services (College Access and Success, 

2010).  Although many of these aspects have become present to one degree or another within the 

high school education of the students when speaking with African American students, the 

students indicated that they perceive themselves as having a decreased access to that information 

when compared to students of other races, and “colorblind college-going messages communicate 

to students of color that they have less college-going potential than their White peers” (T. M. 

Williams, 2010, p. v).  Also, these African American students believe that they do not receive the 

information necessary to launch them into the collegiate experience if they did not actively seek 

out information on college access, unlike their peers, whom they believe automatically receive 

that information (T. M. Williams, 2010).  

Hossler and Stage’s (1992) study of the social factors that influence the educational plans 

of students in the ninth grade specifically found that parents’ expectations exerted a very strong 

effect on students’ aspirations regarding their educational futures.  In other words, if parents 

expected their children to go to college, then those students were more likely to actually plan on 

going to college.  This indicated that college preparedness has a significant sociocultural 



43 

dimension.  For example, a White middle-class student may be more likely to succeed in school 

than a Black student from an impoverished background because he or she is expected by his or 

her family and community to succeed, and this would then circularly reproduce socioeconomic 

and racial/ethnic hierarchies through a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy.  

Regardless of whether the perceived differences are present, the fact that African 

American students see these as obstacles indicated that there is a disparity and additional steps 

must be taken.  These additional steps would ensure that the students have full access to the 

information necessary to attain college access.  To ensure that they have full access to the 

information, students must not feel as though information was presented to them in a manner that 

is nondiscriminatory and that is, perhaps more importantly, perceived as nondiscriminatory 

(Hossler & Stage, 1992).  Although the income level of the student’s family is not one that can 

be adjusted by the school, increased encouragement from counselors and teachers, adequate 

provision of information, and practical financial aid seminars for all students are certainly within 

the purview of these entities; with this increased knowledge, it would be possible to work to 

ensure that African American students are able to successfully meet their college aspirations 

(Hossler & Stage, 1992).   

Recognizing the importance of the school counselor role in the college and career 

readiness process, the College Board National Office for School Counselor Advisory 

(CBNOSCA; 2010) developed the eight components of College and Career Readiness 

Counseling.  The goal of CBNOSCA (2010) is to “promote the value as leaders in school reform, 

student achievement, and college readiness” (para. 1).  The eight components with goals are as 

follows:   

1. College aspirations 
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Goal: Build a college-going culture based on early college awareness by nurturing in 

students the confidence to aspire to college and the resilience to overcome challenges 

along the way.  Maintain high expectations by providing adequate supports, building 

social capital and conveying the conviction that all students can succeed in college. 

2. Academic planning for college and career readiness 

Goal: Advance students’ planning, preparation, participation and performance in a 

rigorous academic program that connects to their college and career aspirations and 

goals. 

3. Enrichment and extracurricular engagement 

Goal: Ensure equitable exposure to a wide range of extracurricular and enrichment 

opportunities that build leadership, nurture talents and interests, and increase 

engagement with school. 

4. College and career exploration and selection processes 

Goal: Provide early and ongoing exposure to experiences and information necessary 

to make informed decisions when selecting a college or career that connects to 

academic preparation and future aspirations. 

5. College and career assessments 

Goal: Promote preparation, participation and performance in college and career 

assessments by all students. 

6. College affordability planning 

Goal: Provide students and families with comprehensive information about college 

costs, options for paying for college, and the financial aid and scholarship processes 

and eligibility requirements, so they are able to plan for and afford a college 
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education. 

7. College and career admission processes 

Goal: Ensure that students and families have an early and ongoing understanding of 

the college and career application and admission processes so they can find the 

postsecondary options that are the best fit with their aspirations and interests. 

8. Transition from high school graduation to college enrollment 

Goal: Connect students to school and community resources to help the students 

overcome barriers and ensure the successful transition from high school to college. 

(CBNOSCA, 2010, p. 3) 

Even though CBNOSCA (2010) developed these eight components, it is clear that the 

systematic implementation of these components can only be successful if the context of the 

strategies and interventions are “customized to the setting, community and demographics of the 

school” (p. 4).  In addition, the components “should be applied in ways that are culturally 

sensitive, with knowledge of how programs, policies and practices impact the perspectives and 

experiences of diverse student groups” (CBNOSCA, 2010, p. 4).    

African American Students and College Aspiration 

Studies have shown that African American students act as their primary, and in many 

cases, their only motivators; it is the desire of the student more than it is any outside influence 

that serves to push the African American student to succeed (Dial, 2014).  Although many may 

perceive this condition as a negative one, this burning desire to succeed is what pushes many 

African American students into not only entering college but completing their academic plans 

and obtaining their degrees (Dial, 2014).  For many of these students, negative factors and 

influences serve as the driving motivators for those students to pursue their college aspirations as 
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they believe that the obtainment of the college degree will work to ensure that negative factors 

will not adversely affect them, or at least that they will not be affected by the self-same negative 

factors that drive themselves to that success (Dial, 2014).  

Other factors that serve to facilitate the student’s transition from high school to college 

include the helpfulness of “parents, friends, high school counselors, high school teachers, and the 

first-year seminar” (Smith & Zhang, 2008, p. 19).  If the students are presented with enough 

information regarding the steps that must be taken to qualify for admission into the college of 

their choice, obtain financial aid, and receive encouragement from friends, family, and school 

employees, then students are far more likely to persevere through their college experience.  Thus, 

fulfilling their dreams of obtaining a college degree (Smith & Zhang, 2008).  Students who are 

involved both academically and socially are more likely to experience a smoother transition than 

those who concentrate on one or the other to the exclusion of the other, and thus are more likely 

to attain their collegiate aspirations as well (Smith & Zhang, 2008).    

This calls attention to the potential importance of preparatory programs that are 

specifically designed to ensure that students are able to move smoothly across primary, 

secondary, and postsecondary educational settings without any major disruptions.  Ng et al. 

(2014) discussed one particular program called Pathways Partnership implemented in a selected 

urban setting.  The purpose of the program was to offer summer workshops that could provide 

students with the skills they needed in order to think about college choices in a meaningful way.  

It was found that the implementation of this program resulted in significant improvements in the 

key variables of academic self-efficacy and college aspiration.  Interestingly, Ng et al.’s study 

was specifically informed by the sociological concept of social/cultural capital.  Although Ng et 

al.) found a positive correlation between the summer workshops and the key variables of 
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academic self-efficacy and college aspirations, Cabrera and La Nasa (2000), Quinn (1999), 

Sokatch (2006), and Swail (2000) found a negative correlation between attending college and the 

following variables: (a) being from a marginalized racial, (b) ethnic group or socioeconomic 

group, (c) having parents or guardians who did not attend college, and (d) attending a urban high 

school.  

The main idea to a significant extent was that academic achievement is a cultural symbol 

that is associated with mainstream society and the middle and upper classes, which means that it 

would be fairly easy for relatively marginalized groups, such as the African Americans or 

impoverished populations, to get locked out—or even to lock themselves out—of the cultural 

milieu within which college aspiration and college access are seen as essential achievements for 

students.  Moreover, insofar as this is the case, it also implies that targeted educational 

interventions and programs may be necessary in order to disrupt the cycle of inertia produced by 

a lack of social and cultural capital, and thereby enables a new generation of African American 

children to achieve higher educational and social mobility outcomes than previous generations.  

The collaboration of school counselors with African American parents is one method that 

has shown strong links with the success of African American students (Bradley, Johnson, Rawls, 

& Dodson-Sims, 2005).  This more personalized attention works not only to ensure that the 

student and his or her family has access to the information necessary, it also works to ensure that 

the student is able to successfully obtain the financial and educational information he or she 

needs to pursue their education past high school (Bradley et al., 2005).  The continued personal 

attention works to ensure that the interest of the student remains piqued, thus increasing not only 

the collegiate access of the student, but ensuring that the college aspirations of the student remain 

fresh, acting as an additional motivator to the success of the student (Bradley et al., 2005). 
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In this context, recommendations made by the Executive Office of the President (2014) 

can be revisited.  One such recommendation consisted of education for African American 

students regarding the nature of postsecondary educational opportunities available to them.  For 

example, “low-income students also may be unaware of all the financial aid opportunities 

available to them, and they are deterred by application fees and high tuition costs, though only 

about one-third of full time college students pay the sticker price” (Executive Office of the 

President, 2014, p. 21).  African American students from low SES backgrounds may, as a result 

of a lack of social and cultural capital, already assume that they would never be able to make it 

into college due to financial restrictions; when they see the price to attend they may take this as 

confirmation of their pre-existing expectations, and thereby fail to look any further into financial 

aid opportunities (Executive Office of the President, 2014).  

Although the overall consensus is students of all races, creeds, and income levels should 

obtain one form of postsecondary education or another, the college degree is still perceived as 

the most viable and beneficial path to personal and professional success (Day & Newburger, 

2002).  As a result, it becomes necessary to understand the aspirations of the collegiate bound 

student, particularly those whose enrollment figures do not factor in as strongly as students of 

other races, like that of the African American student (T. M. Williams, 2010).  In spite of 

increased opportunities for students of all races to obtain a postsecondary degree, many students 

base their collegiate aspirations on their perceptions of self, making a determination as to 

whether or not he or she feels as though he or she is collegiate material (King, 1996).  It is the 

responsibility of the school, counselors and teachers, to work to ensure that the school 

environment is one that fosters the belief that college aspirations are reasonable expectations for 

all students, regardless of race, creed, nationality, belief, or income level (McDonough, (2006).  
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The decision of the student to enroll or not enroll in college is a complex one.  It is a 

decision that involves a wide variety of issues and concerns.  The vast majority of these issues 

and or concerns may be addressed either as a result of increased attention within primary schools 

or increased attention from postsecondary schools.  The tactics utilized and the manner in which 

the schools attempt to reach out will be key (Brown, Hernandez, Mitchell, & Turner, 1999).  In 

order to better address the concerns of African American students, it is imperative that these 

tactics be carefully thought through (Brown et al., 1999).  According to Brown et al. (1999), the 

lack of attention to these concerns causes students to question whether they are collegiate 

material.  Thus, it is important to make sure that all students have the information necessary to 

access services needed to attain their college aspiration goal. 

Literature Summary 

 The review of the literature can be conceptualized as having proceeded through three 

main parts.  The first part consisted of a general overview of the history of school counseling. 

One key point that was made here is that school counseling as it is currently known had its roots 

in vocational guidance, where the purpose was first and foremost to ensure that students are 

prepared to make a smooth transition into the working world upon completion of their degree 

programs.  Over time though, school counseling developed a more holistic ethos, according to 

which the important point became more to generally prepare the child for adult life, as opposed 

to focusing strictly on the economic dimension in a narrow or exclusive way.  

 The literature review then proceeded into its second phase, which consisted of a 

discussion of current counseling practices and the current role of the school counselor.  A main 

point that was made here was that a developmental approach to counseling has become dominant 

over the past few decades, where counselors concern themselves with the general trajectory of 



50 

the student’s life over time, including the relationship between a given student and the broader 

society.  This opened onto potential population-level concerns, insofar as students from certain 

demographic backgrounds may be more disconnected from society than students from other 

backgrounds.  

 Finally, the literature review proceeded to consider the specific situation of African 

American students with respect to counseling, academic achievement, college and career 

readiness, and college access.  A key conclusion reached in this third phase of the review was 

that in general, African American students are less motivated to attend college, less ready for 

entering professional life, and less convinced that counselors can help them than are other 

relevant demographic cohorts.  This implies that counselors need to engage in best practices in 

order to work toward ameliorating this disparity regarding African American students.    
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODS 

This chapter offers a comprehensive description of the research methods utilized in the 

study.  It begins with the purpose of the study, research questions, and a description of the 

research design.  The chapter continues with research setting, a description of the selection 

process, and recruitment.  It concludes with the procedure for data collection, data analysis, and a 

personal statement. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to look at high school African American students’ 

perceptions of their college counseling experience.  Much research has been done to highlight 

the views and/or perceptions of various stakeholders regarding college counseling with respect to 

African American students (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Ng et al., (2014).  

Examples of stakeholders are administrators, teachers, parents and/or guardians, and college-

going organizations.  However, little research exists on the views and or perceptions of college 

counseling from the student’s perspective (Flowers et al., 2003; Howard, 2003).  Knowing the 

perceptions of students provides a better understanding of how African American students in 

urban settings perceive the college counseling provided to them.   
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Research Questions   

To gather information regarding the perceptions of high school African American 

students regarding their college counseling experiences, the following research questions were 

explored: 

1. What expectations do high school African American students have regarding their 

access to college counseling services? 

2. What expectations do high school African American students have regarding their 

college counseling services?  

3. What particular factors do African American students perceive influence the quality 

of their college counseling interactions? 

4. How do high school African American students perceive access to counseling 

services, types of services provided, and the quality of interactions with their 

counselors? 

5. Do these interactions impact college enrollment decisions? 

Research Design 

To gather more information about these perceptions, this study employed a qualitative 

research method design.  Through this approach it is imperative to recognize the fact that a 

qualitative research design focuses on broad general questions and the participants’ experiences 

(Creswell, 2007).  Qualitative methods are more effective when undertaking an in-depth 

exploration of each respondent based on a large pool of data.  According to Creswell (2013), it 

enables the researcher to explore and understand the meanings that individual or groups of 

people ascribe to a social problem.  Furthermore, the researcher is able to understand the 

meanings of social interactions that cannot be obtained through numerical data (Gilman, 2014).  
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For this study, qualitative research allowed participants to describe their experiences and give 

opinions about the college-counseling program in their school in a way that provided more 

insight to the research.  

This study was based on phenomenological reduction from the lived experiences of high 

school African American students.  The justification for this research strategy is that it has a 

direct approach to tackling emerging questions and procedures as well as aids the researcher in 

concept development (Creswell, 2007).  According to Husserl (1964), information and insight do 

not come from huge amounts of data.  Instead information and insights emerge from an intense 

study of experiences.  Phenomenological reduction is the process of constantly returning to the 

“essence of the experience” (Merriam, 2009, p. 25) to derive the inner structure or meaning.  The 

procedure of this research involved the study of a small number of participants through a 

prolonged and intensive social engagement in order to draw patterns and identify significant 

relationships. 

Research Setting 

A select number of public high schools in a large urban area in Indiana were chosen for 

this study.  Multiple sites were selected in order to obtain a wide range of data on African 

American students’ perceptions.  High schools had to meet three requirements to qualify for 

inclusion in this study.  The three requirements were as follows: 

The ASCA framework must have a comprehensive counseling program as defined by 

ASCA, and 

• ensures equitable access to a rigorous education for all students, 

• identifies the knowledge and skills all students will acquire as a result of the K-12 

comprehensive school counseling program, 
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• is delivered to all students in a systematic fashion, 

• is based on data-driven decision making, and 

• is provided by a state-credentialed professional school counselor. (ASCA, 2012, p. 

32) 

The second requirement was that the schools had to have at least three state-credentialed school 

counselors who directly service 11th- and 12th-grade students.  Finally, the school had to have a 

large population of African American students in the 11th and 12th grade.  The higher the 

number of participants, the larger the research sample, which meant that the conclusion drawn 

were a relatively reliable representation of the population. 

Sample Selection 

A counselor (the director or a designee) was provided by the school to assist in the 

selection of the participants.  The participation of the principal and the counselor facilitated the 

provision of a comprehensive description of the African American students in their schools 

(Harris, 2013).  This is because they were key informants who could select the students.  The 

subjects of this study included four girls and 10 boys between the ages 16 and 18 years.  For 

students to qualify as participants for the research, they must have attended the selected schools 

for at least two years.  The students had to be in the 11th or 12th grade and had to be identified 

that they had aspirations of attending college.  I considered these grades because they were the 

points at which students began to create a list of colleges and narrow down the universities in 

which they wish to enroll.  A cross-section of students was chosen.  The cross-section included 

students enrolled in college preparatory course such as AP, international baccalaureate (IB), or 

honors classes, and those who are enrolled in non-AP, IB, or honors courses.  I also sought a 

balance of students in terms of their academic performance and behavioral adjustments.  
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Recruitment 

An approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), which is a legitimate 

ascertainment that the study followed appropriate participant protection protocol, was my first 

step toward carrying out the field study.  After the IRB and dean’s office approval, the following 

recruitment procedures took place: 

• In order to determine which schools fit the criteria previously stated in the research 

setting section, I gleaned from the IDOE’s Compass website 

(https://compass.doe.in.gov/) comprehensive data on each school.  In addition, I utilized 

the website’s K-12 link to access schools initially identified through the Compass site to 

gather in further information needed which helped me narrow the pool.  

• After the list was compiled, I contacted the principals via e-mail to explain my 

research project and inquired if they were interested in having their school take part in 

the study. 

• Principals interested in participating in the study were required to submit an agency 

letter on school letterhead that stated they understood the intent of the research and 

what their role would be and further that they follow the protocol approved by the 

Indiana State University IRB.  The principal’s role was to identify one counselor who 

would help me identify students for the study.   

• I met with the designated counselor(s) and provided them with a letter of introduction 

that included an overview of the study, an explanation of the benefits for participating 

in the study, the reason why I wanted to observe their interactions with the students 

who had returned the necessary forms to participate, their rights, time commitment, 
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and confidentiality policies.  In addition, I provided them with a consent form to be 

returned to me.   

• Using the criteria noted in the sample selection section, I asked the designated 

counselor for a directory of all students who were in the 11th and 12th grade who 

were African American. 

• Once students were identified, I asked the counselor for assistance in getting a letter 

of introduction to the students that included an overview of the study, an explanation 

of the benefits for participating in the study, the participants’ rights, time 

commitment, and confidentiality policies.  In addition, the students received an 

informational letter to take home to their parents/guardians that included a consent 

form.  Self-addressed, postage-paid envelopes were provided so that the informed 

consent forms could be mailed directly to if the parents/guardians wished to give 

permission for the students to participate.   

• In order to address any questions and/or concerns parents/guardians or students had, 

information sessions were scheduled.  I asked the counselor for assistance in 

scheduling these sessions. 

• During these information sessions, informed consent forms were made available for 

parents/guardians just in case they did not bring the one sent home to them or mailed 

one to me.  Assent forms were made available to students in the event that their 

parents/guardians submitted the consent form during the session or prior. 

• Once the parent consent forms for those participating were signed and returned, 

students were then provided with a student assent form to obtain their assent to 

participate in the study.  I met privately with the students during those informational 
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meetings, in order to explain to them that even if their parents wished that they 

participate in the study, they were under no obligation to do so, and it was entirely 

their choice.  In exercising due diligence, I further informed them they were free to 

follow the withdrawal procedure if they felt a need to withdraw from the study at any 

time.  Participants were given copies of the signed forms for future reference.  

• I then scheduled times for those willing to participate in the research directly. 

Data Collection   

Data for the research were gathered using demographic profiles and interviews.  The 

participants were asked to complete a demographic profile, which identified their age, gender, 

and their desired college choice.  Interview dates, venues, and the appointment times were set 

based on the research period and at the student’s convenience.  The interviews took place when 

class activities were not ongoing.  The school principals provided a convenient location within 

the school that did not intimidate the students.  The interviews began after the arrangements were 

made. 

Interviews 

Individual interviews were conducted with students to gain insight from the students.  

The interviews sessions lasted 15 to 20 minutes.  Before beginning any session, I checked to 

make certain consent and assent forms were on file, and I reviewed the participants’ rights, time 

commitment, and confidentiality policies.  I also informed them at that time that the intention of 

the study was to gain a better understanding of the participants’ perceptions of the school’s 

college counseling services and their impact on students’ abilities to enroll in colleges and 

assured them that all responses would be kept confidential.  As student responses were recorded, 
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I used pseudonyms during the interview. Six interview protocol questions were asked during the 

interview session to gain an understanding of their college aspirations. 

Focus Groups 

In order to gain additional insight from the participants, focus group sessions were 

conducted.  Before beginning the focus group sessions, I checked to make certain consent and 

assent forms were on file, and I reviewed the participants’ rights, time commitment, and 

confidentiality policies.  I also informed them at that time that the intention of the study was to 

gain a better understanding of the participants’ perceptions of the school’s college counseling 

services and their impact on students’ abilities to enroll in colleges and that all responses would 

be kept confidential.  As student responses were recorded, I used pseudonyms during the focus 

groups.  I kept in mind that there might be students who wanted to refer to each other during the 

session; therefore, I provided tent cards with their pseudonyms to be placed in front of them for 

reference.   

Fifteen semi-structured questions were asked during the focus group sessions to 

encourage discussion regarding their points of view around their beliefs regarding access and 

expectations of their college counseling experience.  The questions also sought to identify the 

impact their experiences had on their decisions to pursue or not to pursue postsecondary 

educations.  The session was audio recorded and field notes were taken to keep track of who was 

saying what.  Pseudonyms were used when taking field notes for ease of tracking.  At the end of 

the session, I reminded the group of the need for confidentiality.  The majority of the questions 

were open-ended questions because they allowed the participants to give their own views in their 

own words (Schaeffer, Akos, & Barrow, 2010).  Other questions only required a “Yes” or “No” 
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response.  Follow-up questions were used to obtain additional information when an answer was 

not provided, was unclear or ambiguous, and required more information for clarity.  

Observations 

Observations of the counselors’ interactions with students was my third method of data 

collection.  By observing interactions between counselors and students, it provided me with a 

method to check for nonverbal expression of feelings.  It also allowed me to see the level of 

interaction (e.g., time spent on college-going activities) and communication counselors had with 

students and students with counselors.  These observations took place in the school, during 

individual sessions with students who had already received permission to participate in the study.  

Before the beginning of each session, I checked to make certain consent forms were on file, and I 

reviewed the participants’ rights, time commitment, and confidentiality policies.  I also informed 

them at that time that the intention of the study was to gain a better understanding of the 

participants’ perception of the school’s college counseling services and their impact on 

students’abilities to enroll in colleges.  Again, I ensured students that all responses would be kept 

confidential.  As student and counselors responses were recorded, I used pseudonyms during the 

session.   

General Data Collection Protocol 

One-on-one interviews and focus groups were digitally recorded on a media playback 3 

(MP3) device for the transcription process.  An MP3 audio recording was coded and stored in a 

locked safe for security.  Notes were also taken during the interview where necessary and during 

any observations of counselor interactions with students.  

A semi-structured interview was the most suitable method for data collection for this 

study.  The interview questions were formulated through an exhaustive review of existing 
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literature on the current issues facing African American high school students (Rolland, 2011).  

As a method for checking for face validity, a pre-test of the interview questions was conducted 

with acquaintances that were currently in the college admissions and guidance counseling fields 

to determine whether the questions were clear and easy to understand (Gilman, 2014).  

Field notes were necessary for the purpose of recording gestures and expressions that 

were observed but not audiotaped.  They captured first-hand feelings and the overall impressions 

of the respondents.  They also allowed me, as the researcher, to review the data in a reflective 

manner and recognize any bias or subjectivity during the interview and the data analysis phase of 

the study (Creswell, 2013).  Other documents that were used include the participants’ transcripts 

and class attendance records.  It was my thought that by reviewing each participant’s transcript 

and class attendance record, I would gain a better understanding of the student’s academic and 

social standing.  By reviewing these documents prior to the interviews, this also triggered 

additional questions to ask during the interview.  An MP3 digital recording device was used to 

record the participants’ responses to the interview questions.  All audio recordings were 

reviewed and transcribed by me to ensure accurately transcribed audio recordings.   

Data Analysis 

According to Merriam (2009), “the overall process of data analysis begins by identifying 

segments in your data set that are responsive to your research questions” (p. 176).  In order to 

identify those segments, I analyzed field notes taken during the interviews and observations, 

recorded audio files, and transcriptions of the recorded files.  Data collected were cross analyzed 

using data triangulation to check for credibility and to gain multiple perspectives which increase 

the depth of the study (Merriam, 2009).   
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Data coding is utilized to break down data and rearrange gathered data into distinct 

categories (Creswell, 2013).  In assessing the interview materials, I identified repeated words and 

phrases and highlighted them with a color code.  Data in the same category were compared and a 

number of themes and concepts were developed.  The coding process involved identifying 

similarities and differences from the data collected as well as interpreting emerging themes.  

Categories for the participants’ responses were created, grouped, and emerging themes 

developed.   

I used Microsoft Excel to organize the analyzed data.  Spreadsheets were used to 

categorize the research questions asked in the interviews, focus groups, and observations.  

Themes and concepts identified during the coding process were also organized using Microsoft 

Excel.  Information in Excel gave a clear representation of the frequency of certain responses.  

Personal Statement 

My research was inspired by my husband’s life.  Today my husband, Nate, holds a 

bachelor of science degree in accounting, a master of arts in theology and history, and a juris 

doctorate in law.  Yet, in the spring of 1982, as a 16-year-old junior at William A. Wirt High 

School in Gary, Indiana, he was told by his guidance counselor that he was not college material 

and the best he could hope to do was join the military.  My husband, like so many African 

American students, was simply an example of a system (as previously noted in the literature 

review) that does not prepare African American students equally to navigate the college 

admissions process. 

Fortunately, Nate is an outlier, and his life turned out better than what his guidance 

counselor declared.  Regrettably, the system that left my husband unprepared leaves countless 
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other African American students with the untenable task of trying to move forward absent any 

worthwhile direction.  

Throughout my time serving in the role of assistant director of admissions at Valparaiso 

University and Purdue University, I saw firsthand just how pervasive the issue of having limited-

to-no access to information about the college admissions process actually is.  The majority of the 

students I worked with had not received effective guidance or college counseling.  In some cases, 

they had not received any counseling; thus, they had no idea what their college options might be.  

In other instances, the counseling they received was inadequate—another major reason they were 

unprepared for the academic rigors of college.  Too often, this was a recipe that caused many 

students to be easily discouraged and give up. 

The totality of my personal and professional experiences makes it clear to me that 

something has to be done to ensure that African American students receive quality college 

counseling.  Nate says all the time that he was lucky; I do not believe children should have to 

count on luck when adults have the ability to provide quality college counseling.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

This phenomenological reduction study was designed to explore high school African 

American students’ perceptions of their college counseling experiences.  A series of semi-

structured, individual interview sessions and focus groups were used to collect the participants’ 

college counseling experiences and the impact of those experiences on their college choice 

processes.  The following research questions informed this study:  

1. What expectations do high school African American students have regarding their 

access to college counseling services? 

2. What expectations do high school African American students have regarding their 

college counseling services? 

3. How do high school African American students perceive access to counseling 

services, types of services provided, and the quality of interactions with their 

counselors? 

4. What particular factors do African American students perceive influence the quality 

of their college counseling interactions? 

5. Do these interactions impact college enrollment decisions? 
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Presentation of Study Sample 

Chapter 3 outlined the identification process for school participation in the research 

study.  Upon compiling the list of schools that met the criteria, I contacted the principals via 

email (Appendix A) to explain the research project and inquired if they were interested in having 

their schools take part in the study.  Principals interested in participating in the study were 

required to submit agency letters on school letterhead that stated they understood the intent of the 

research and what their roles would be, and further, they would follow the protocol approved by 

the Indiana State University IRB.  The principals’ role was to identify one counselor who would 

help me identify students for the study.  In total, two schools were identified as potential sites by 

the following indicators:  

The school had to have a comprehensive counseling program as defined by the ASCA 

(2012), and 

• ensured equitable access to a rigorous education for all students, 

• identified the knowledge and skills all students would acquire as a result of the K-12 

comprehensive school counseling program, 

• was delivered to all students in a systematic fashion, 

• was based on data-driven decision making, and 

• was provided by a state-credentialed professional school counselor. (ASCA, 2012, p. 

32) 

The second requirement was that the schools had to have at least three state-credentialed school 

counselors who directly serviced 11th- and 12th-grade students.  Finally, the school had to have 

a large population of African American students in the 11th and 12th grade.  The higher the 

number of participants the larger the research sample, which meant that the conclusion drawn 
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would be a relatively reliable representation of the population.  It must be noted that although 

two schools were initially identified, I was unsuccessful in arranging a time to conduct the study 

in one of the schools.  This left only one school in which to conduct the study.   

The Indiana high school in which the study was conducted was located in an urban 

school district in Indiana with a student population of over 25,000.  According to the IDOE 

(2016), the overall student population of the district had 68% of its students on free or reduced 

lunch status.  The African American student population of the district was 48% (IDOE, 2016).  

The 2016 overall graduation rate for this district was 77% and the African American graduation 

rate was 77% (IDOE, 2016).  Fulton High School (pseudonym), the school of focus for this 

study, was one of four high schools in the district.  This school housed middle- and high-school 

students and had changed governance oversight twice during the previous three years due to low 

performance.  The African American student population of Fulton High School was 88%, and 

69% of its students were on free- or reduced-lunch status.  The graduation rate was 72% with an 

average composite SAT score of 805 and an average ACT score of 18. 

The counseling office had three professional school counselors.  One counselor was 

assigned to the middle school, which had approximately 270 students.  The two remaining 

counselors were assigned to the high school and had approximately 385 students.  It should be 

noted that when the research was conducted, one high school counselor was unavailable due to 

medical leave.  This left only one counselor to work with the high school students.  The one 

counselor was tasked with providing guidance lessons and college counseling sessions to assist 

Fulton High School students in the area of post-secondary educational planning.  
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Study Participants  

The 14 participants for this study were in the 11th- and 12th-grades by year; however, 

according to school administration, four of the 14 students were listed as either 9th or 10th grade 

due to lack of credits.  I used Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) three-phase college choice model 

as the rationale for focusing on 11th and 12th grade students.  According to the model, during the 

11th- and 12th-grade years, students should be in the search phase.  During this phase, students 

are more than likely to have formed perceptions regarding their college counseling experiences.   

Selection Process  

In order to gain the most insight and understanding on the topic of African American 

students’ perceptions of their college counseling experiences, a purposeful sample was used.  

Purposeful sampling involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals who 

are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011).  With the assistance of the counselor, participants were selected by using the 

following criteria.  The students 

• must have attended Fulton High School for at least two years; 

• must be enrolled in the 11th or 12th grade;  

• must have aspirations of attending college; and 

• must be enrolled in college preparatory courses such as AP, IB, honors classes, or 

must be enrolled in non-AP, IB, or honors courses.   

In order to maximize the ability to identify students for participation in the study, I met 

with the principal and counselor to determine a date to meet with students.  Information session 

dates for parents were established at that time as well.  Given the above criteria, the principal and 

counselor identified two sections of English 11 and two sections of English literature AP for me 
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to provide students with an overview of the study.  It was determined that this was the most 

efficient way to reach all students in the 11th and 12th grades.  English 11 was a class that all 

students in the 11th grade must take to meet graduation requirement.  English literature AP could 

be taken by 11th- or 12th-grade students who were on the AP track; it also met the English 

requirement for graduation.   

On the identified date, I went to two English 11/12 classes and two English literature AP 

classes.  During each session, I read a script which provided students with an overview of the 

study (Appendix B) and detailed that participation was confidential and voluntary.  Per the script, 

I also noted that parent/guardian permission was needed to participate for those under the age of 

18.  For those 18 years or older, I noted that they did not need parent/guardian permission to 

participate.  Ample time was given after each presentation for questions.  After all questions 

were answered, I handed out parental letters of introduction/explanation of the study, consent 

forms (Appendix C), and return envelopes to prospective participants to take to their parents.  

For prospective participants over 18, I gave them consent forms (Appendix D) with return 

envelopes.  Prospective participants were encouraged to take the assent and consent forms home, 

share the contents with their parents or guardians, and talk this opportunity over with their 

parents or guardians prior to making the decision to participate.  Prospective participants were 

encouraged to have their parents or guardians attend one of the two information sessions in case 

they had any questions.   

Two parent information sessions were held; however, no parents were in attendance.  The 

deadline for submitting forms for participants was two weeks after the initial classroom sessions 

were held.  Prospective participants returned their forms, which were in sealed envelopes, to the 

main office.  Once all forms were returned, I picked them up from the main office, took them 
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home, and created a spreadsheet which included the students’ name (first and last), grade level, 

diploma track, and number of years in attendance at Fulton High School.  In total, 14 students 

submitted signed consent and assent forms.  I submitted the spreadsheet to the school for 

verification of grade level, diploma track, and number of years in attendance, and correct 

spelling of names.  Upon verification of the requested information, students’ schedules were 

reviewed by school personnel to determine the best date and time to conduct individual 

interviews and a focus group session.  The school calendar was also cross-referenced to make 

certain there were no conflicts with the dates.  Table 3 presents demographic profiles of the 14 

participants interviewed in this study.  

Table 3 

High School Participants 

 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

 

Student 

Gender 

Grade 

Level 

 

Post High School 

Aspiration 

 

Diploma  

Track 

Intended 

Major 

 

AJ 

 

Male 11th 4-year college 

 

CORE 40 Business 

*Astir  

 

Male 

 

11th 4-year college 

 

CORE 40 

 

Business 

 

Antonio 

 

Male 

 

11th 4-year college 

 

CORE 40 Undecided 

 

Bianca 

 

Female 

 

12th 

 

4-year college 

 

CORE 40 

w/Academic 

Honors 

 

Undecided 

 

Devo 

 

Male 

 

12th 

 

community college 

 

General 

 

Culinary 

Arts/Business 

 

Cal 

 

Male 

 

11th 4-year college 

 

CORE 40 Sports Medicine 

 

Cam 

 

Male 

 

12th 

 

4-year college 

 

CORE 40 

 

Undecided 

CJ 

 

Male 

 

12th 4-year college 

 

CORE 40 Journalism 

 

 

     



69 

Table 3 (continued) 

 

 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

 

Student 

Gender 

Grade 

Level 

 

Post High School 

Aspiration 

 

Diploma  

Track 

Intended 

Major 

 

EJ 

 

Male 

 

12th 

 

4-year college/ 

community 

college 

 

CORE 40 

 

Undecided 

 

*Lena 

 

Female 

 

11th 

 

4-year/community 

college 

 

CORE 40 

w/Academic 

Honors 

 

Photography 

 

Leroy 

 

Male 

 

11th 

 

community college 

 

General 

 

Culinary 

Arts/Business 

 

*Mia 

 

Female 

 

11th 

 

4-year college 

 

CORE 40 

w/Academic 

Honors 

 

Sports  

Management 

Tan 

 

Female 12th 

 

4-year college 

 

CORE 40 Undecided 

 

*Taylor 

 

Male 

 

11th 

 

4-year/community 

college 

 

CORE 40 

 

Undecided 

*These students were listed as 9th or 10th grade students due to lack of accumulated credits to 

graduate. 

 

 

 

Individual Interviews 

 Individual interview sessions were conducted with each participant in a private room 

during the student’s break, which was previously identified.  The individual interview sessions 

were conducted to gain insight into participants’ aspirations to attend college and to gain insight 

into their views of support services needed to help realize their dreams.  Each interview session 

lasted approximately 15-20 minutes.  Before beginning any session, I checked to make certain 

consent and assent forms were on file, and I reviewed the participants’ rights, time commitment, 

and confidentiality policies.  I reminded them of the intention of the study which was to gain a 
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better understanding of the participants’ perceptions of their high school’s college counseling 

services and its impact on their abilities to enroll in colleges.  I also assured students that all 

responses would be kept confidential.  I asked each participant to identify a pseudonym they 

would like to use during their individual interviews and the focus group session.  I then wrote the 

name on a colored piece of paper and placed it in front of the participant during each session. 

During the interview, I asked participants to complete demographic forms (Appendix E) 

which asked for their ages, types of diploma expected to receive, what types of college they 

would like to attend (e.g., two year, four year, public, private), and if they had been accepted to 

college.  I asked participants the six protocol questions (Appendix F).  I audio recorded each 

session and took field notes.  The demographic forms were collected, and the forms were 

analyzed immediately at the conclusion of all of the interview sessions. 

Participant Profiles 

AJ.  AJ was a 17-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School for three 

years.  He said that he planned to attend a four-year college and was interested in majoring in 

business.  He hoped to receive a CORE diploma, which is the academic foundation all students 

need to succeed in college, apprenticeship programs, military training, and the workforce 

(www.doe.in.gov/ccr/core-40-general-information).  “Getting good grades are very important to 

me because I know in the end that’s what is going to help me get into college,” AJ said.  AJ 

added, 

I have known since the sixth grade that I want to go to college but to be honest, I don’t 

know how prepared I am for it.  I think that I have seen the counselor twice about some 

college stuff and that’s it.   
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I just don’t see a reason to go talk to the counselor about this stuff.  Actually, I 

don’t know why the counselor just doesn’t call me down to them to talk about this stuff?  

Shouldn’t the counselor help me know better about all the schools out there for me to 

look at?  We get no information about college and I really want to know more about 

studying business in college.   

Astir.  Astir was an 18-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School his 

entire high school career.  He said that he hoped to attend a four-year college and was interested 

in studying business because he would like to run his own restaurant someday.  He hoped to 

receive a CORE 40 diploma.  Early in the interview, Astir mentioned that he had not “been the 

best student” and had been doing a lot of work to catch up on his credits.  He was able to credit 

many school personnel (e.g., the principal and a few teachers) for “staying on my butt” and 

helping him to stay out of trouble and stay in school.  “I have known since the fifth grade that I 

wanted to go to college, but I didn’t always do what I needed to do in school to make sure I 

could go.  I mean my grades are okay,” Astir said.  “I have seen the counselor maybe four times, 

and we haven’t talked about college.  We really haven’t talked about anything.  Instead, the 

counselor just gives me my schedule,” he added.  “It seems like the counselor should be doing 

more than that.  Right?” said Astir.  “Like why hasn’t the counselor gone over my transcript with 

me, like my grades and classes, so I can know that I can go to college?” he added.  “That’s just 

not right,” he said. 

Antonio.  Antonio was a 17-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School 

all three years.  Antonio hoped to receive a CORE 40 diploma.  He wanted to attend a four-year 

college but was undecided on a major.  “I first thought about college my freshman year because 

of the simple fact my sister was going.  I thought it was kind of interesting, so I wanted to learn 
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more about it,” Antonio stated.  “I learn more from her about college than from the counselor.  I 

think that I’ve seen the counselor at least four times, but I feel like I still learn more from her,” 

he added. 

Bianca.  Bianca was an 18-year-old female student who had attended Fulton High School 

her entire high school career.  Bianca planned to graduate with a CORE 40 Academic Honors 

diploma and attend a local four-year college to which she had already been accepted.  She was 

undecided on what she wanted to study.  Bianca noted that her mother never graduated from high 

school and because of that, her mother was not knowledgeable about what it took to attend 

college.  “She had me at an early age and dropped out of high school,” Bianca stated.  “So, she 

really doesn’t know how to help me.  That’s why it’s so important that I get help from school,” 

she added.  “I will be the first in my family to go, and I didn’t really start thinking about going 

until last year,” Bianca stated.  Bianca added that the information she really needed from the 

counselor was related to “college applications, scholarship applications, and filling out the 

FAFSA [Federal Application for Student Aid].  I really see college as a way to change my life 

and the life of my mother’s, too.”  

Devo.  Devo was a 19-year-old male student.  He had attended Fulton High School all 

four years.  Devo shared that his education was interrupted for six months during his freshman 

year due to incarceration.  Devo stated,  

I spent six months in juvenile detention.  I couldn’t really keep up on school work then.  

Once I got out, I knew that I needed to take school more seriously, and I have.  I went to 

summer school to make up credits.  Now, I am back on track. 

Devo wanted to attend the local community college and major in culinary arts.  “Right now, I 

have a job after school.  It’s a rib place.  I mostly do delivery, but sometimes I get to help cook, 
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and I love it!”  Devo hoped to graduate with a general diploma.  “I really want to go to college.  I 

know that some people don’t believe that I can go but I am going,” Devo said.   

Cal.  Cal was a 17-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School since the 

middle of his sophomore year.  He planned to attend a four-year college and pursue a career in 

sports medicine.  Cal was on the basketball and wrestling teams.  He had no plans of pursuing 

either sport in college.  Cal originally thought about going into the military.  In fact, he had 

already contacted a recruiter.  However, after talking to his mother, he decided that he would go 

to college instead.  With Cal’s uncertainty about his college plans, he believed that “there was 

not enough effort being made by the counselor to get to know me personally.”  He also added 

that because of this he “felt lost” about how to “navigate” the college process.  “I am not sure 

that the counselor wants to get to know us.  I’ve seen the counselor a few times but the 

interactions have been business like and kind of cold,” he added. 

Cam.  Cam was a 17-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School his 

entire high school career.  Cam was scheduled to graduate with a CORE 40 diploma.  He was not 

sure what he wanted to study.  Cam had already been accepted to the local community college, a 

local four-year university, and a four-year university that was out of state.  “As a child, I thought 

that I might want to be a doctor.  So, I knew that meant that I needed to go to college,” he said.  

“I have been to see the counselor only once or twice because I don’t think I can get what I need 

from her,” he added.  “I can’t think of a time when our counselor has offered any type of meeting 

for us to help us understand all of this.  Oh! We’ve been talked to about Naviance 

[comprehensive K-12 college and career readiness platform that helps connect academic 

achievement to post-secondary goals] but that’s about it,” he said. 
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CJ.  CJ was a 17-year-old male student who transferred his junior year to Fulton High 

School.  He planned to major in journalism and attend a four-year college but had yet to apply to 

a college.  He hoped to graduate with a CORE 40 diploma.  CJ was currently taking one AP 

class.  CJ noted that he felt a “lack of connection” to the counselor.  He remembered that the 

counselor asked him questions about his plans for after high school but did not offer him “any 

advice or feedback” on what plans he was sharing.  He added, “If the counselor checked in with 

me more often, that would probably make me want to go to her more often.”  He mentioned that 

it would have been helpful if the counselor asked him more about his plans and offered him help. 

EJ.  EJ was a 17-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School his entire 

high school career.  He hoped to graduate with a CORE 40 diploma and become a doctor.  He 

wanted to attend a four-year college but had only been accepted at the local community college 

thus far.  “For me, college wasn’t a given.  In fact, I kinda stumbled upon going to college,” EJ 

said.  “I actually heard a friend talking about going to college and I thought, if he can go, so can 

I,” he added.  EJ also said, “Now I just need to understand how.” 

Lena.  Lena was a 16-year-old female student who had transferred to Fulton High School 

her sophomore year from another local public high school.  Lena hoped to graduate with a 

CORE 40 Academic Honors diploma and study photography.  She planned to attend either the 

local community college or a four-year college.  Lena mentioned that she was worried about her 

credits due to her high school transfer.  She wanted to find out if all of her credits transferred, as 

this would change her status to a junior.  Right now, she was currently listed as a sophomore in 

the school’s student management system.  “I can say that I always wanted to go to college, but I 

don’t know if I will end up there.  Especially, if they don’t get my credits straight,” Lena stated.  

“I have been working on my portfolio with the help of my JAG [Jobs for America’s Graduates] 
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teacher.  My JAG teacher helps me more than the counselor,” she added.  JAG is a state-based 

national non-profit organization dedicated to preventing dropouts among young people who are 

most at-risk (www.jag.org/). 

Leroy.  Leroy was a 17-year-old male student who had attended Fulton High School 

since his freshman year.  Leroy wanted to graduate with a general diploma and attend the local 

community college.  He wanted to study culinary arts because he liked to cook.  “I cook a lot for 

my momma and the rest of the family,” Leroy said.  “It just makes sense to do something like 

that,” he added.  Leroy said,  

I really want to get a good job, to obtain a career cooking so I don’t have to struggle in 

life.  That’s my whole reason for going to college.  Going to college means that I can 

have a career and not just a job. 

Mia.  Mia was a 16-year old female student who was new to the school district.  For 

middle school, Mia attended a nearby charter school.  Mia hoped to graduate with a CORE 40 

Academic Honors diploma.  She wanted to attend a four-year university out-of-state and major in 

sports management.  Mia was currently taking two AP classes.  “My dad is a college professor so 

I always knew that I was going to college,” Mia said.  “I don’t go to the counselor for help 

because the counselor just doesn’t seem to care.  I have my family so I am lucky.  At least I think 

that I am lucky compared to some of the other students,” she added.  

Tan.  Tan was a 17-year old female student who had attended Fulton High School all 

four years.  Tan hoped to graduate with a CORE 40 diploma and attend a four-year college.  She 

was undecided on a major.  “It was a lot that motivated me to go to college.  I really wanted to 

succeed in life.  My mom, well, she didn’t go to college,” Tan said.  “My mom is like paycheck-
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to-paycheck to pay the bills, and I just don’t want to be like her.  I love her and know that she’s 

holding it down for us, but I want more and college is it,” she added.   

Taylor.  Taylor was a 17-year old male student who had attended Fulton High School all 

of his high school career.  Taylor wanted to attend a four-year college in-state and was not sure 

what he wanted to study.  He hoped to graduate with a CORE 40 diploma.  Taylor added, 

I didn’t decide to attend college until last year.  I want to write a different story for my 

family.  Many of my family members don’t have any education.  I want to be the first one 

to get a college degree..  

Taylor said, “I think that I have seen the counselor once or twice, and that’s just for my schedule.  

I don’t get called down to help me figure out all of this stuff, and I don’t just go either.” 

After all individual interviews were conducted, I transcribed the audio recordings.  I 

analyzed the transcription and field notes and cross-analyzed both with the participants’ 

demographic profiles to confirm participants’ aspirations of attending college.  I immediately 

noted that regardless of the participants’ individual backgrounds, each carried some concept of 

the importance of college and wanted to attend.  Each participant also believed there was a 

benefit to pursuing a postsecondary education. 

Focus Group Interviews  

With the overall purpose of this study to chronicle high school African American 

students’ perceptions, beliefs, and opinions about their college counseling experiences, the focus 

group session provided a unique perspective on what the participants’ college counseling 

experiences had been to date.  According to Kelly (2003), by their design, focus groups “elicit 

perceptions, information, attitudes and ideas from a group in which each participant possesses 

experience with the phenomenon under study” (p. 50).  I asked 15 semi-structured questions 
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(Appendix G) during the focus group session and followed up with probing questions when 

needed.   

The focus group session was held in a private room and lasted approximately 90 minutes.  

Prior to the participants entering the room, I arranged desks in a circle and placed participants’ 

nameplates on the desk with their pseudonyms placing forward.  This formation allowed the 

participants and me to engage fully with one another.  Before beginning the session, I checked to 

make certain consent and assent forms were on file, and I reviewed the participants’ rights, time 

commitment, and confidentiality policies.  I reminded them of the intention of the study, which 

was to gain a better understanding of the participants’ perceptions of their school’s college 

counseling services and their impact on students’ abilities to enroll in colleges.  I also assured 

participants that all responses would be kept confidential and noted that only one person talked 

at a time; therefore, everyone had the opportunity to be heard.  Last, I asked that they respect 

others’ opinions, even if they disagreed with them.   

Coding and Analysis 

Upon completion of the focus group, I transcribed the 90 minutes of audio recording.  

The first cycle of coding included me analyzing the transcription and field notes from both the 

individual interviews and focus groups to gain familiarity with the data.  Key excerpts connected 

to the conceptual model, the literature review, transcriptions and field notes were highlighted.   

The second cycle of coding involved taking the highlighted excerpts from the 

transcriptions and field notes and putting them into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet by question 

and participant.  I then went line-by-line to identify repeated words and phrases and highlighted 

them with a color code.  Codes were merged over and over as the data continued to be read, 

reread, interpreted, and reinterpreted.  Initially, I used general codes such as counselor, 
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assistance, and resource.  However, I was then able to further differentiate into smaller themes 

such as resource for assistance, keeping in mind that it was the counselor that the students were 

referring to.  Finally, I collapsed codes and combined codes for the data analysis. The purpose of 

this process of analysis was to establish emergent themes and create models that provide an 

explanation of the research questions.    

Using the conceptual model as a guide, the codes were put into the following categories: 

(a) expectation of types of services and access and (b) perception of types of services and access.  

Recurring codes that represented the ideas shared by the participants and the patterns of beliefs 

that were commonly discussed were linked together to create themes. 

I found that there were eight themes that emerged under the headings of expectation of 

types of services and access and perception of types of services and access.  These themes were 

the counselor (a) as a resource for college-going information, (b) as a resource for guidance and 

advice, (c) as a resource for assistance, (d) as an accessible resource, (e) as an insufficient 

resource for college-going information, (f) as an insufficient resource for guidance and advice, 

(g) as an insufficient resource for assistance, and (h) as an inaccessible resource.  An unexpected 

ninth theme emerged, which I believe was a byproduct of the other themes.  That theme was the 

counselor’s lack of care and concern for the student’s futures.  This theme speaks to the 

perceived factor that the students believed influenced the type of interactions they had with their 

college counselor.  A lack of expected and perceived services that the students expressed are 

reasons for this belief.  This perceived lack of belief could ultimately hinder their aspirations to 

attend college according to Howard (2003).  However, this does not seem to be the case for the 

students interviewed.  Instead, this perceived lack of belief has made their resolve to attend 
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stronger.  Selected coding statements that represent the students’ voice which illustrated 

examples of their expectations and perceptions are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Open, Axial, and Thematic Codes 

 

Theme 

 

Open Code 

 

Axial Code 

 

Counselor as a 

resource for college-

going information 

 

Provide details about college admission 

process and requirements 

Identify college options 

Set up college visits 

 

College admissions 

process 

  

Conduct a transcript review of courses and 

credits 

Review graduation requirements 

Want to be provided with SAT/ACT 

information 

 

Academic 

requirements 

 

Counselor as a 

resource for guidance 

and advice 

 

Would like guidance on whether to attend 

college 

Want to know the right college to attend 

 

Am I college 

material 

  

Would like to know how to apply to college 

What are the right classes to take for college 

admittance 

 

College fit 

 

Counselor as a 

resource for assistance 

 

Help with filling out a college application 

Help with filling out FAFSA 

 

Filling out college 

materials 

  

Help with college search 

Help with scholarship search 

Help with using Naviance 

 

College search 

 

Counselor as an 

accessible resource 

 

Initiate contact 

Announcements about anything related to 

the college process 

 

Student outreach 

  

Individual meetings 

Grade level meetings yearly 

 

College planning 

information 

meetings 
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Table 6 (continued) 

 

  

 

Theme 

 

Open Code 

 

Axial Code 

 

College counselor as 

an insufficient 

resource for college-

going information 

 

Little to no details about college admission 

process and requirements provided 

No college options provided 

No college visits provided 

Inconsistent review of transcript review of 

courses and credits 

Inconsistent review of graduation 

requirements 

Little to no SAT/ACT information provided 

 

Little to no specific 

college-going 

information 

provided 

 

Counselor as an 

insufficient resource 

for guidance and 

advice 

 

No guidance given on whether to attend 

college 

No guidance on the right college to attend 

Little to no guidance on when to apply to 

college 

No guidance on the right classes to take 

 

Little to no 

guidance and 

advice on factors to 

consider when 

making college 

decision 

 

Counselor as an 

insufficient resource 

for assistance 

 

No assistance with filling out a college 

application 

No assistance with college search 

No assistance with scholarship search 

No assistance with filling out FAFSA 

Little to no assistance with using Naviance 

 

Little to no help 

with college search 

and filling out 

college materials 

provided 

 

Counselor as an 

inaccessible resource 

 

No counselor initiated contact 

No individual meetings 

No grade-level meetings yearly 

No announcements about anything related to 

the college process 

 

Not accessible for 

college-planning 

information 

 

Counselor lacks care 

and concern for their 

future 

 

Students placed into non-college going 

categories based on state testing 

Little to no effort made to establish a 

relationship with students 

Types of questions asked by counselor 

regarding student’s future 

Lack of true focus on life after high school 

 

Belief in ability to 

go to college 

 

 

 

Fourteen African American 11th- and 12th-grade students were interviewed about their 
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perceptions of their high school college counseling experiences.  Although each student had his 

or her own unique recollections, numerous commonalities were found among the cases.  The 

conceptual model was used as a framework for the categories.  Each theme is illustrated by 

examples using direct quotes from participants. 

Categories 

Types of Services Expected and Access to the Services 

The first category identified what types of services Fulton High School students expected 

to receive.  All students noted that they expected their guidance counselor to be a resource.  In 

particular, there were four different ways in which the students relied on their counselor to meet 

this need.  Students expected their counselor to be a useful resource by offering them specific 

information about the college-going processes.  Some students wanted their counselor to offer 

advice and suggestions on how to plan for college, but other students felt that their counselor 

should offer very specific assistance with college planning. 

Theme 1—Counselor as a resource for college-going information.  AJ, like all of the 

students, stated that the counselor was not helpful when it came to college planning matters.  He 

attributed his lack of preparation for college to not receiving any type of college-going 

information from his school counselor.  AJ stated,  

This lack of information ultimately affects my college choice options.  I don’t know if X 

college is the right fit for me because I don’t know if I’m taking the right classes to even 

meet the requirements.  I haven’t been given any details about colleges and definitely 

haven’t been walked through the process of what it’s going to take to get in to a college. 

Cam added,  
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The conversation I had with the counselor is basically you get good grades, stay out of 

trouble, and get involved in some extracurricular activities, you can go to college.  While 

that’s nice, we still haven’t talked about anything more specific than that.  I did receive a 

sheet with all my credits, classes taken, and what I still needed.   

Other students were surprised to see the sheet Cam shared.  Many of them stated that they 

had not received such a sheet.  Astir stated, “I feel like the counselor should go over your 

transcripts, tell you what you need, what you’re missing, and how to get your grades up.”  Mia 

added,  

They say what we need to graduate but they don’t actually show you.  Like Astir said, 

our counselor should actually be going over this stuff with us.  I want to go to college but 

I’m not sure if I’m really on track to go.  I just see it as something that is automatic 

[going over the transcript].  

Cam agreed and added that though the counselor provided him with that sheet, he and his 

counselor did not have the kind of conversation Astir suggested.  In fact, the other students 

talked about only receiving a schedule from the counselor and having no conversation like the 

one Astir suggested.   

“Yeah,” Mia said,  

I just got handed a schedule.  You know the counselor gives me the schedule, the 

counselor should be telling me that my grades are going to make a difference in whether 

or not I am going to get into college.  I mean, I hear it from other people but I don’t hear 

it from the counselor.   

Taylor stated, “I feel that the counselor should be able to give us details about schools 

and walk us through the stuff that helps with college planning.”  Tan added,  
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Yeah, we should be able to ask our counselor about anything about college and our 

counselor should be able to give us as much information as they can but that just doesn’t 

happen.  I’m really disappointed about that because I need help!  

Leroy stated, 

I would like to talk about my classes.  I mean, I’d like to talk about my concerns with 

classes but that’s not happening.  We should be talking about what’s going on and maybe 

why I’m not doing well.  I mean, I want to go to college but college is about taking the 

right classes and we should be talking about that.   

EJ added, “The counselor should have made some kind plan for me so I can know the 

classes I’m taking will help me with what I want to do.” 

Theme 2—Counselor as a resource for guidance and advice.  As opposed to being a 

source of data, a number of the participants said they looked to their counselor for advice and 

opinions on college matters.  Bianca, in particular, felt she needed her counselor’s advice with 

regard to college planning.  Bianca was planning to take a few courses at the local community 

college, and she expected the counselor to provide her guidance on whether to pursue this option 

in addition to working her part-time job after school.  However, given her past experience with 

the counselor, she felt that asking the counselor for advice would be a waste of time.  

Bianca shared,  

The counselor helped me with my financial aid but that wasn’t all that I needed.  I needed 

the counselor to give me their thoughts on what I was thinking about.  The counselor 

seemed to only want to help me fill out a form and not just talk to me.  That’s the way the 

counselor is whenever I go so why bother asking for advice about taking a few classes at 

the community college.    
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Antonio and Lena, however, felt that the counselor did not offer them enough college-

planning advice.  Lena believed she was getting advice from other adults that she should have 

received from her counselor.  Specifically, she mentioned receiving guidance on how to be 

successful in high school and how to be prepared for college.  Antonio stated,  

My big sister just graduated college and had a hard time herself.  I talk to her about 

college and whether or not it’s the right thing for me.  I just don’t see myself having that 

kind of conversation with the counselor. 

Cal chimed in with something similar,  

The counselor should sit down and talk with me about college and give me advice on 

what college has a good sports medicine program.  The counselor is the professional so I 

should be able to get professional advice on all of this stuff but it’s not worth going to see 

the counselor.  I tried to get the counselor’s advice on this and the counselor told me to 

just look it up on Naviance.  I don’t really know how to use Naviance.  What I really 

wanted was for the counselor just to talk to me not look up something on some website. 

Devo added,  

It should be the counselor’s duty to talk about what we might be thinking about doing 

after high school.  If the counselor did, the counselor might hear me say one thing like, I 

might want to go into the service.  After hearing that, the counselor could share with me 

other options that I may have never thought about. 

EJ shared a similar thought, 

Sometimes, the counselor is like you’re not going to college because your grades are bad.  

Why can’t the counselor say, well your grades aren’t great but there’s still hope if you 
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want to go to college and here’s what you have to do.  Like, here’s the plan we need to 

put in place but the counselor don’t say anything like that so I just walk out. 

Taylor added, 

I just need the counselor to tell me what I need to do.  Should I apply to this college or 

that college?  They all seem like the right choice given what I want to do but I really 

don’t know.  Our counselor just doesn’t take that kind of time to talk to us like that.  I 

know the counselor has a lot of other things to do but this is my future and I don’t want to 

make a mistake.  

The students nodded in agreement with Taylor.  “Yeah, this stuff is really confusing,” CJ 

said.  CJ then went on to name a few people who he considered as a resource for advice.  He did 

not name his counselor as one of those people.  “My parents and sister have been helpful and a 

few teachers here.” It appeared that CJ sought out those people to gain information and advice 

that he used as needed to help formulate his plans for college.  

“I have one other thing that I want to share,” said Bianca.   

I am really worried about my last semester.  I need one credit for ICP [integrated 

chemistry physics] so I went to the counselor and asked what I was going to be put in if I 

needed that one credit and you know what I was told, I don’t know.  The counselor said I 

don’t know what we are going to do with you.  You’re just going to have to figure it out 

when it comes around.  I told the counselor no, I need to know now because I’m 

graduating.  Can you believe that?  I know that it’s been tough finding and keeping 

teachers but really, that’s your answer?  I took ICP last year but they didn’t have a 

teacher first semester, so I didn’t get a grade for that semester.  I just sat in the class and 

learned nothing because subs were in there.  So, they put me back in it this year so I 
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could get a grade.  I need to know if I will be able to get the other credit now.  The 

teacher may not be back so I need to know what they are going to do. 

Theme 3—Counselor as a resource for assistance.  All of the students believed their 

counselors should offer specific help when it came to college-planning matters including college 

searches, applications, and scholarship searches.  EJ and Leroy mentioned that they received 

information about a “website called Naviance.”  According to Naviance’s website, it helps high 

school students 

• understand college possibilities, 

• explore high school specific college admissions stats, 

• match to best-fit colleges, and 

• identify ideal college majors. (www.naviance.com) 

EJ, Leroy, and the other students were quick to mention that they did not use the site and instead 

used Google for their college searches.  “I don’t use Naviance because I don’t really understand 

how to use it,” EJ added.  “They just gave it to us, but the counselor hasn’t sat down with me to 

really show me how to use it.”  “I use Google search because it has a bigger search engine,” 

Leroy stated.  Students were also given information on the website Fastweb.  Fastweb is an 

online scholarship matching and college search service (www.fastweb.com).  Once again, 

although the site was provided, students mentioned that they had yet to receive assistance from 

the counselor on how best to use the site.  In addition to the websites, Taylor added that he 

wished that the counselor would just call him down [to the office] and say,  

Hey, you mentioned that you’d like to major in this, well I just did some research, and I 

think I found the college that not only offers that major, but I think it’s a good match for 
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you.  That would be nice but the counselor first has to call me down to find out what it is 

I want to do after graduation and that just isn’t happening. 

EJ added another perspective to the discussion.  “Our counselor looks like us (African 

American), so I really expected our counselor to be more of assistance to us.  Our counselor and 

most of our administration look like us.”  EJ went on to add, “They’ve been there and know what 

it takes to get to college.  That should give them even more of a reason to make sure we know 

what we’re doing.”  Cam chimed in, “It really shouldn’t matter if they look like us or not.  What 

should matter is that they want to help us and that’s what I expect.  I know what you mean 

though.”  The other students nodded their heads in agreement with EJ’s and Cam’s statements.  

In addition, Cal mentioned the lack of class meetings to talk about academic and college 

planning.  Cal said,  

I think that they should set up a system to have a class freshman year to start talking 

about this stuff with us.  Like how it’s important to pay attention to your GPA or even 

how to calculate your GPA and when to start applying to college. 

Mia added,  

Yeah, then they can have class meetings each year after that to talk about this stuff.  

Right now, we don’t do anything like that.  In fact, we don’t get to visit with colleges if 

they come to our school.  Only seniors do, and that just isn’t right.   

Antonio added another way he felt that the counselor should assist in what he considered to be 

“practical matters.”  

I don’t know what questions to ask when I’m talking to a representative from a college.  

The counselor should have given us the kinds of questions to ask when we’re talking to 

someone like that.  
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The lack of assistance that the students received seem to cause frustration through the college-

going process.  In particular, Tan mentioned that she is experiencing a great deal of stress 

through the application process, not knowing what details she should include, nor easily 

understanding the words used in the college application process.  

I have had to actually look up some of the words.  I was like what does “parochial” 

mean?  That was on an application and I didn’t know it just basically meant a Catholic 

school. 

Theme 4—Counselor as an accessible resource.  From many of the comments shared 

by the students, it seemed that their expectation of the counselor as a resource for college-going 

information, guidance and advice, and assistance came with the thought that the counselor would 

be accessible.  This accessibility was not just regarding the information shared but physically 

and emotionally accessible as well.  Earlier, students mentioned that they wished the counselor 

would “sit down and talk to them” or “call them down” to talk to them.  This speaks to being 

emotionally and physically accessible. 

Astir noted that although his mother made it clear to him how important it was to be 

actively involved in his college choice process, he also stated that it wass hard to do that when 

the counselor does not seem to want to help. 

“Nobody is going to care about it [his education] like you,” my mother said.  Remember 

that you’re trying to get where they (counselor, teachers, principal) have been.  I got to 

get mine so I ask for help but when I do the counselor doesn’t do much of anything. 

Perceptions of Types of Services Received and Access to Services 

The second category identified what types of services Fulton High School students 

perceived they had received.  As noted previously, the students who participated in this study 
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expected that their counselor would be a resource.  A resource for information, advice, 

assistance, and that the counselor would be accessible.  Although the students expected this, they 

clearly noted during the focus group interviews that their counselor rarely, if at all, served in any 

of those capacities. 

Theme 5—Counselor as an insufficient resource for college-going information.   

Bianca said,  

Okay, I’m not going to lie, my junior year, I was bad.  I didn’t know how it was going to 

affect my senior year because they [the counselor] didn’t tell me anything about it.  Now, 

that I’m a senior I’m behind in credits and now I gotta take extra classes.  Why didn’t 

they tell me about this then?  I could have that out of the way during the summer 

somewhere.  

According to AJ,  

The counselor just gives you the classes.  We’re given the classes, there is no discussion 

about our transcript.  The only time the counselor focuses on you is when you’re a senior, 

and it’s too late.  Your credits are low, your GPA is low, and it’s just too late.  How can 

we think about college when we are just trying to make sure we can graduate?  

Mia concurred with AJ:  

The counselor says, here’s the requirements for CORE 40, CORE 40 with Academic 

Honors, and Technical Honors but the counselor doesn’t go over the requirements with us 

and compare them to what we actually have to make sure we’re on track.  It’s really a 

shame that we receive so little guidance with this. 
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All of the students expressed concern about the lack of information provided by the 

counselor.  They noted as well that the change in oversight of the school created additional 

challenges for students, the counselor, and administration regarding their transcripts.  Tan added,  

Yes, they just tell you here, here’s your schedule.  Many students though aren’t in the 

right classes.  Yes, some students are still sitting in classes that they don’t need because 

they don’t have anywhere to put them.  They [the school] lost their transcript so they 

gotta take classes that they’ve already taken and passed.  Students sit in classes because 

the school is still trying to get their transcript straight.   

Cam added, “If they can’t find them [transcripts], then that’s what they do, put students in 

classes that they don’t need.  Most students don’t graduate on time because they have to take 

classes over again.”  Lena stated, 

 Kids lose credits and you come back after a report card and they have more credits 

because they found the rest of the credits.  How are students supposed to know whether 

they can really go to college with stuff like that going on?  

I asked for clarification on whether the counselor makes time to go over their transcripts with 

them, students unanimously said no.  Cal stated, “Our transcripts are just put in the system and 

it’s left at that.  The only way the counselor goes over it is if you ask.  The counselor doesn’t just 

do it,” he added. 

Astir said, 

I think that the counselor is just lazy and don’t really want to help the students.  Like, 

they need to research, they need to track a student’s transcript history.  That’s what the 

school did that I transferred from.  When I got there from another school they called the 

school to find out what certain classes were and if I had any missing.  They wanted to 
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make sure I can stay on track to graduate.  I don’t know if that’s how they feel here.  I 

don’t know if they really want me to graduate and go to college. 

Theme 6—Counselor as an insufficient resource for guidance and advice.  Devo said, 

The counselor don’t even know me.  Really, the counselor sees me in the hallway and 

don’t even know my name.  Why, I’ve gone to see the counselor about a schedule and 

that’s it.  The counselor don’t know me, and I don’t know the counselor, so why should I 

ask for advice?   

Cam added, “When I had trouble with my schedule at the beginning of the year, I saw the 

counselor a lot.  That’s it though.  I haven’t talked to the counselor about anything else, and the 

counselor hasn’t called me down either.”  “We just don’t have a relationship with the counselor,” 

Astir said.  All of the students nodded in agreement with Astir’s statement.  With a lack of 

connection to the counselor, all of the students mentioned that they were more comfortable 

seeking advice about their academic progress and college planning from family members or a 

few trusted adults in the building.  Astir stated,  

Sometimes I go and talk to Mr. Good [pseudonym], the principal, and ask him for advice 

about college.  I also can go to Ms. Frank [pseudonym] for advice.  Actually, I think 

she’s the only teacher in the building who really encourages us when it comes to college. 

When Astir mentioned Ms. Frank, all of the students unanimously agreed.  Lena said,  

Yes, she’s the only adult besides my JAG teacher that seems to really care about all of 

this.  In JAG, they bring in speakers to talk about different careers.  We can ask them 

questions about the careers and about college.  They give us good advice like make sure 

you really find out all you can about a particular college or career before deciding this is 

it.  We don’t get that from our counselor. 
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I feel like I am bothering the counselor when I do go see them.  You know how 

some people have that face like you’re bothering them?  The counselor seems to have 

that face all the time so I just don’t care to go. 

EJ added, “Honestly, I just don’t find the advice helpful.  In fact, I don’t think the counselor is 

really telling me stuff that I don’t already know.” 

“The counselor has given me advice but I haven’t used it,” Mia said.  EJ chimed in and 

said the same thing.  When the researcher asked why, both hadn’t used the counselor’s advice, 

both noted that the counselor advised them to just apply to the local community college.  They 

both have their sights set on attending a four-year college and believe that their grades are good 

enough to attend a four-year college instead of a two-year college.  They have talked to 

admission representatives at four-year institutions and the representatives have indicated they 

that they should apply. 

Theme 7—Counselor as an insufficient resource for assistance.  CJ said,  

I try to talk to the counselor a bit more since the college search is right in front of me.  

It’s not easy though to talk to the counselor.  The counselor gave me a website to sign up 

for scholarships.  I think it’s called Fastweb.  That’s all the counselor did though.  The 

counselor hasn’t given us any more information about scholarships that may be local and 

not on Fastweb.  The counselor just doesn’t help us with that.   

Bianca added,  

We found out about the SAT like two weeks before we had to register.  They say they 

give us the dates, but we really have to look up that stuff on our own and try to figure it 

out when we have to register by. 

Bianca went on to say,  
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Then, like for the waiver, we get one for the SAT and one for the ACT, but if you miss 

the deadline you have to pay for another waiver.  I feel like if we miss a deadline, it’s not 

really our fault.  I missed the deadline for the most recent SAT, and it was because you 

have to have a picture ID, and I was waiting on the counselor to help me with that.  The 

counselor was supposed to put my picture on the SAT thing (SAT ID form), and it never 

did happen.  Now I have to come out of pocket for a waiver. 

“You know this year they had a college fair here which was great but it was only for seniors,” 

Taylor said.  He added, 

What about helping us juniors?  That just absolutely made no sense to not let at least the 

juniors attend too.  Having a college fair that’s just for seniors, well that’s too late if you 

ask me but no one does ask me.  Nor, do they ask any students what they really need help 

with or what they really want when it comes to this college stuff. 

Theme 8—Counselor as an inaccessible resource.  Once again, from many of the 

comments shared by the students, it seemed that they perceived that the counselor was an 

inaccessible resource.  This perception seemed to come from the fact that the expected services 

students believe they should receive were not being provided to the extent that they each 

believed should be provided.  Mia did state though she thought that having only one counselor 

for the high school made it challenging for college-going services to be provided:   

I think that when we are in high school we should have more than one counselor because 

there are times when the counselor isn’t available when we need the counselor to meet 

deadlines for things.  Like the counselor missed a deadline for submitting my 

recommendation letter for a college preparation program I wanted to get into.  It’s cool 
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though because the counselor called and explained but still I am sure if there was another 

counselor to go to for this stuff it would help. 

It must be noted that there are actually two counselors assigned to the high school but one of the 

counselors was out first semester on medical leave.  

Cross-Cutting Theme Across Two Categories  

Counselor lacks care and concern for their future.  Students perceived the lack of 

information, assistance, advice, and accessibility as “just getting us out of here.”  Mia stated, 

They just want us out, they don’t believe in us, in our ability to go to college.  If they did, 

they would be doing all they could to help us get into college.  It’s not just on the 

counselor but it’s on the principal, it’s on the school district.   

Mia went on to add,  

The counselor is only doing or not doing what the principal tells them to do.  Or maybe 

the principal doesn’t tell the counselor to do anything at all.  The school district should be 

doing a better job of making sure we are actually being talked to about our academics and 

college. 

AJ said, “They [administrators at the school level and district level] are focusing on us 

succeeding.  They aren’t focused on our future.  They are just focused on their graduation rate.”  

AJ went on to say, “They aren’t focused on what happens afterwards like who goes to college.”  

Cam challenged AJ’s perception regarding the graduation rate: “AJ, if they were so concerned 

about the graduation rate, then why can’t they get the transcript situation straight so we can be in 

the right classes?”  Mia responded again,  

I feel like the school focuses on the graduation rate and college.  They are more 

concerned with their title [as it relates to accountability].  They’re not looking outside the 
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box; they’re not thinking about the fact that they are graduating more, but what are the 

students doing with their diploma? 

Antonio added an interesting perspective to what many of the students voiced as a lack 

of care and concern for their future.  Antonio stated,  

You have to realize that we’ve [students] been in two different systems.  First, this 

company was responsible for our school.  They had a whole different system they used to 

keep track of our academic records.  Now, our school is with the district again and the 

district has a whole different system that didn’t really match up with the other system.  I 

don’t know if they [administration including the counselor] don’t care or if they just have 

so much to figure out, and they just have no idea how to make this all work.  They may 

not have all of the resources they need to.  They definitely don’t have enough teachers to 

teach the classes we need. 

Although the students acknowledged Antonio’s perspective, they still did not think that 

his explanation should be an excuse.  “Look, new system or old system it doesn’t matter.  It 

doesn’t matter that they don’t have the resources either.  They have us in three columns,” Mia 

said.  Mia added,  

Column A is for those who are on track with their credits and have passed the ECA’s.  

Column B is for those who don’t have the credits but passed the ECA’s.  Column C is for 

those who aren’t on track with credits but passed only one of the ECA test.  Column D is 

for those who aren’t on track with their credits and haven’t passed the ECAs.  They focus 

more on students in Column A instead of focusing on all students.   

Bianca chimed in,  
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First quarter of my senior year [this year] and the counselor asked me if I wanted to go to 

Job Corps.  I told the counselor no, I have the credits, I just haven’t passed my math 

ECA, and I’m going to! 

Bianca added, “It just shows a lack of belief in me, really in us, because I know others who have 

been asked that question.  I am going to college end of story.”  Tan added, “I don’t care what the 

counselor thinks of me, while it would be nice to have a good relationship with the counselor and 

know that the counselor believes in my ability to go to college, I am going!”  As Tan stated that, 

the other students nodded their heads in agreement.  “It’s really hard to believe they care when 

you have a counselor that tells you what you want to hear and not what you need to hear,” Lena 

stated.  Lena also added, 

I go to the counselor for conversation or a feeling that I don’t think that college is for me.  

Then the counselor is like yeah, college isn’t for everybody and maybe it’s not for you.  

That’s not what I need to hear.  I need to hear that they believe college is for me and that 

I can do this. 

Summary of Results  

Participants described perceptions of their college counseling experiences, yielding 

themes that addressed aspects of the counselors’ abilities to help students, counselors’ 

interactions with students, and the usefulness of the services received.  Overall, most of the 

participants were not pleased with the counseling interactions they had experienced.  In fact, they 

voiced that they had not had many interactions at all with the counselor.  Additionally, eight 

major themes emerged that were common to multiple participants.  These themes emerged under 

the headings of expectation of types of services and access and perception of types of services 

and access.  The themes were the counselor (a) as a resource for college-going information, (b) 
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as a resource for guidance and advice, (c) as a resource for assistance, (d) as an accessible 

resource, (e) as an insufficient resource for college-going information, (f) as an insufficient 

resource for guidance and advice, (g) as an insufficient resource for assistance, and (h) as an 

inaccessible resource.  An unexpected ninth theme emerged, which I believe was a byproduct of 

the other themes.  That theme was the counselor’s lack of care and concern for students’ futures.  

This analysis served to better understand how African American students think about their 

college counseling interactions and which aspects were relevant to them.  Further discussion 

follows in Chapter 5, which includes findings, implications, and recommendations for practice 

and future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND SUMMARY  

This study examined the perceptions of 14 urban African American 11th and 12th grade 

students as they discussed their impressions of their college counseling experiences.  The 

purpose was to better understand which factors were relevant to the students in their interactions 

with their guidance counselors.  An analysis of the individual interviews was conducted, which 

yielded a number of themes that were important to each participant and three that were common 

among all study participants.  The following is a discussion of those findings which includes 

understanding how this study fits in with the existing literature and how it expands the fields of 

research on college-counseling practices and African American students’ needs.  Additionally, 

recommendations for practitioners are given as well as suggestions for future studies.  This 

information can then be used to provide answers that help enhance and/or improve upon how 

high school counseling departments in Indiana counsel African American students through the 

college process. 

Findings 

Through a phenomenological reduction study of high school African American 11th and 

12th grade students in an urban high school in Indiana, findings revealed that there is indeed an 

incongruence between students’ expectations of services needed to access college-going 

information and perceived services received.  In fact, this study revealed that there is a lack of 
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access to the basic level of college-counseling services that would help make their aspirations of 

attending college a reality (Ford & Harris, 1999; Howard, 2003; Roderick et al., 2011; Venezia et 

al., 2003). 

Access to College-Going Resources 

McDonough’s (2005) research indicated that the college path for African American 

students is identified by a vast difference in preparation for college, knowledge about college, 

and the culture that is established with the high-school setting about college.  Eleventh- and 12th-

grade students in this study shared stories that described how they aspire to attend college.  

However, students’ stories revealed perceptions that their ability or inability to access college-

going information in their school did not foster their dream of attending.  Overall, there was a 

common belief that administrators (school and district) cared about the graduation rate but did 

not care about what happened to students after graduation was noted.  Students told realities that 

revealed that the college counseling structure in the high school where the study was conducted 

was restrained by deficit-based beliefs about the college-going desires and potential of African 

American students. 

The college-going resources in high schools often serve as an entry point for students 

who have the opportunity to investigate and learn about various post-secondary educational 

programs.  The students in the study reported that although they expected to have such an 

opportunity, very little to nothing was offered. 

As noted in the research reviewed, college choice needs for African American students 

are often under-served, under-resourced, and under-valued (Muhammad, 2008).  African 

American students need equitable opportunities to acquire information regarding appropriate 

classes to make other suitable college-related decisions (Flowers et al., 2003; McDonough, 2005, 
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Roderick et al., 2009).  Students in the study shared stories that spoke to the lack of equitable 

opportunities to acquire information that could inform their college decision.  They also spoke to 

the lack of service they received regarding the sharing of information.  It was also noted that 

there could conceivably be a lack of resources (human and financial) due to the change in 

governance in the last three years.  However, the study also found that this perceived lack of 

resources did not change the students’ expectations of the services they should receive.  Though 

college-going websites and software programs were shared with the students, there was no 

demonstration by the counselor about how to effectively use these tools for their college search.  

Students expected that this would take place.  As noted in the research reviewed, the school 

counselor is the likely source of college information.  More specifically, research indicated that 

college plans of low-income students and students of color were more likely to be influenced by 

their high school counselors (Bryan et al., 2009).  In core academic areas, resources such as 

books, websites and software programs aid instruction.  Within the supportive area of school- 

sponsored college counseling, these resources often serve not only to expose but also reinforce 

college-going needs for African American students.  Not only are possibilities visible in the 

college choice process, but furthermore, they matter greatly to all in the school environment.     

Perceptions of the School Counselor 

According to the research reviewed, students may lack receiving the college information 

needed because of their perceptions of school counselors’ aspirations or expectation for them 

after school (Bryan et al., 2009).  The findings in this study discovered that although students did 

perceive a lack of concern for their college aspirations, the lack of receiving college-going 

information was not due to that perception.  Instead, it was due to the lack of formal systems 

(e.g., one-on-one meetings, class meetings) being in place.   
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According to the College Board (2011), counselors in high poverty, high minority schools 

placed more emphasis on academic planning and college-focused activities than in more affluent 

schools.  Contrary to the College Board’s findings, I did not find that to be the case.  The lack of 

meetings with their counselor to review transcripts to determine if they were on track not only for 

graduation but also for being admitted to the college of their choice was not occurring.  Their 

academic planning consisted of being given schedules with no discussion.   

Like other research, the findings of this study also concluded that most of the students 

found interactions with their counselor unhelpful at best.  This matched with the study conducted 

by Johnson et al. (2010), who found that most of the young adults surveyed who went on to 

college believed that the advice given to them by their guidance counselors was “inadequate and 

often impersonal and perfunctory” (p. 5).  

Despite the services that the students seek from counselors, it is the role of counselors to 

create a relationship with the students, which they can use to gain a better understanding of the 

challenges that the students face and how the students can be assisted (Roderick et al., 2011).  

Findings from the research conducted noted that there was no relationship between the counselor 

and the students of Fulton High School.  It must also be noted that the study found students to 

have a greater expectation of a relationship with the counselor due to the counselor being of the 

same race.  

The College Choice Model 

The Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model of college choice suggested that school 

counselors play a significant role in helping students with navigating their decisions to attend 

college (Lee & Ekstrom, 1987; Plank & Jordan, 2001).  This study did not divert from this 

finding.  In fact, the results illustrated that students believed that the counselor was the 
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gatekeeper of information and as such have the ability to help guide their paths towards college 

attendance.  When students discussed accessing college-going information which included 

coursework needed and standardized testing information, the statements made overwhelmingly 

indicated perceptions that the counselor was a major vehicle to allowing them to access to this 

information (Hossler & Stage, 1992; Perna, 2000).     

The college choice process is intricate and involves students moving through three phases 

(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  The first phase is the predisposition phase.  During this phase, a 

student begins to think about what type of job they want to have and whether they want to pursue 

college after completing high school (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  This phase begins in 

elementary school and continues through middle school (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  The 

second phase is the search phase and occurs throughout the 10th through 12th grades (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987).  In this phase students gather the information needed to create a college list.  

This list includes colleges that they are interested in attending or finding out more information 

about (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  The third and final phase is the choice phase.  This phase 

takes place during the 12th-grade year and involves the students who narrow their lists of 

colleges to make decisions on where to enroll.  Unfortunately, this study found that students 

entered, progressed, and regressed much differently through the model than what is illustrated. In 

addition, the study found that the lack of services received contributed to the regression of 

students progressing through the model as recommended.  By 12th grade, as the model noted, 

students are expected to be engaged in the final phase of college choice, yet the findings from 

this study uncovered that participants were still in the initial college choice phase of 

predisposition while in 12th grade.       
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College and Career Readiness 

According to the literature, college and career readiness can be understood in terms of 

whether African American students have acquired the necessary knowledge and skills in high 

school that they will need to succeed in college or whether they have acquired the necessary 

knowledge and skills in college in order to succeed in the professional world.  The relevant 

literature seemed to indicate that for many African American students, the answer to both of 

these questions was a significant negative (Roderick et al., 2009).  Unfortunately, the findings of 

this study indicated that given the services provided, students in this study stood little chance to 

acquire the necessary knowledge and skills needed to succeed in college.   

The statistics regarding African American students’ lack of academic preparedness for 

college, though, is not reflective of students’ actual college aspirations.  As Adams (2015) 

pointed out, although 62% of African American students failed to meet benchmarks in any of the 

ACT subjects, it was also true that 86% of those same students indicated they had intentions to 

go to college and earn degrees.  This was also found in the study conducted.  Despite what many 

of the students perceived as a lack of preparedness due to the lack of services received, they still 

aspired to attend college.  As mentioned in the literature review, aspiration is not missing, but it 

could easily fade away in the absence of adequate support (Adams, 2015).  

Implications 

Implications for Practice for High School Guidance Counselors 

As noted in the literature review, studies have shown that African American students act 

as their primary, and in many cases, their only motivators; it is the desire of the student more 

than it is any outside influence that serves to push the African American student to succeed 

(Dial, 2014).  Although many may perceive this condition as a negative one, this burning desire 
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to succeed is what pushes many African American students into not only entering college but 

completing their academic plans and obtaining their degrees (Dial, 2014).  For many of these 

students, negative factors and influences serve as the driving motivators for those students to 

pursue their college aspirations as they believe that the obtainment of the college degree will 

work to ensure that negative factors will not adversely affect them, or at least that they will not 

be affected by the self-same negative factors that drive themselves to that success (Dial, 2014).  

Therefore, the school counselor’s role in the college process is significant.  School counselors are 

seen by students as a resource for college-going information.  As such, it is imperative that 

school counselors adapt their practices to the students they serve.  As noted from the research, 

students want and need their counselor to be a resource when it comes to obtaining college-going 

information.  Moreover, they look to their counselor for guidance and advice around key 

elements pertaining to the college process.  Counselors, not only need to provide the students 

with the help they need, but be accessible and able to ascertain the type of help the student is 

seeking.  If the students are presented with enough information regarding the steps that must be 

taken to qualify for admission into the college of their choice, obtain financial aid, and receive 

encouragement from friends, family, and school employees, then students are far more likely to 

persevere through their college experience, thus fulfilling their dreams of obtaining a college 

degree (Smith & Zhang, 2008).   

Implications for Practice for High School and District-Level Administrators  

Principals have the ability to establish a tone that ensures that all students receive the best 

opportunities possible to participate in the schools’ college-going activities (Perna et al., 2008).  

Principals guide what happens in schools and how practices are often executed.  At the district 

level, district administrators such as the superintendent, assistant superintendent, and director of 
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student support services are tasked with bringing ideas for policies and regulations to the table 

which are then voted on by their boards.  When creating policies that focus on college-going 

practices administrators can help to ensure that language is infused that speaks to the importance 

of engaging all students in schools (Venezia et al., 2003).  It is particularly important that this be 

done in schools that have transitioned from a change in governance due to low performance.  

Language which clearly states how the most at risk populations of students are included in 

college-going practices must be clear and specific in policies and regulations.  By establishing a 

common language, staff members are able to develop not only a clear understanding of 

expectations but clear and consistent systems as well.   

Improving college counseling practices so that the needs of African American students 

are effectively addressed will likely take the collective efforts of counselors, principals, and 

district level administrators (Muhammad, 2008).  Principals in particular usually identify the 

professional areas of growth needed for their staff members.  The analysis of data can support if 

counselors could benefit from training.  Consistently reviewing the data, as ASCA (2012) 

recommends, on students who are taking part in college-going activities and how they are 

performing in these activities, along with effectively monitoring whether formal systems are in 

place for students to participate in these activities, will give administrators an idea of whether 

African American students are receiving the services needed to successfully matriculate to 

college. 

Recommendations for Future Research  

College counseling with African American high school students is an area that deserves 

further investigation.  In particular, further exploration of their perceptions regarding their 

college-counseling experience should be explored.  The following are recommendations for 
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future research.  This study was conducted in one high school using 14 participants; therefore, 

the study is not large enough to be generalized to the larger population of urban African 

American high school students.  In addition, the study was conducted in a school that changed 

governance twice in three years.  Therefore, a more in-depth qualitative study encompassing 

various high school types, including but not limited to parochial, public, private, suburban, rural, 

and charter schools, would allow for more insightful and comprehensive findings.  This research 

study could also be modified to include other underrepresented student populations.  Replication 

of this study with only one gender could also be conducted to see if there are any differences in 

their expectations and perceptions. 

A way to better understand how to assist African American students with their college 

counseling needs could be to examine counselors’ approaches to college counseling.  Other 

studies have tried to identify the particular tools and theories counselors use in practice but have 

yielded few conclusive results.  A qualitative study aimed toward understanding how counselors 

think about their students and work with them individually could produce useful results.  The 

study could help to better understand the types of information counselors used as they decide 

how to work with their students.  Results from a study of this nature could be used to assist 

counselor educators in developing curriculum that guides and supports counselors in their 

practice.   

Another meaningful college-counseling study could be conducted by taking a case study 

approach with the counselor and the counselee.  The case study could incorporate interviews 

with both counselors and their counselees to try to obtain a holistic view of the counseling 

dynamic.  This study could yield valuable insight from the counselors’ and the students’ 

perspectives to better understand what takes place in the counseling relationship and how it is 
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interpreted.  A study of this nature could help counselors and counselor advocates comprehend 

how messages are sent and received in the counseling relationship. 

Last, a qualitative study with the parents, guardians, or other supportive adults in the lives 

of African American high school students might also contribute to the college choice literature.  

The insights gleaned from these conversations could help school administrators and counselors 

develop check points of what, how, and when to share college-related information with parents, 

guardians, other supportive adults, and students.  Furthermore, it would help identify the needs of 

the parents (guardians, etc.) so that school counselors are positioned to provide them with 

information relevant to their needs.  

Summary  

This perception study of high school African American students was useful for delving 

into the minds of students to try to ascertain what their expectations are versus what their 

perceptions are when it comes to college counseling.  The analysis of 14 11th- and 12th-grade 

students yielded nine themes that were common to multiple students.  Those themes, along with 

the individual analysis findings, were helpful in better understanding how college counseling 

services can be improved.  As noted in the literature by Gándara and Bial (2001) and 

McDonough (2004, 2005), schools that improved their quality of counseling opened up greater 

college access for urban, rural, and low-income students, as well as minority students.   

Additionally, the research noted that African American students value pursuing college 

(McDonough, 2004; Perna, 2000).  They enter high school fully expecting to graduate and 

transition to college.  The study further identified that African American students wholeheartedly 

believed that they encountered obstacles and barriers in high school which disrupted their 

college-going aspirations.  These obstacles took the form of lack of services and lack of belief or 
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support in their ability to attend college.  These perceived obstacles or barriers may also 

ultimately affect the quality of interactions with the counselor. 

Finally, school counseling practices have the ability to positively or negatively influence 

the college choice decisions of African American students (Bryan et al., 2009).  School 

counselors who are able to implement formalized and consistent college counseling practices and 

activities can be vital resources, especially for African American students.    
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APPENDIX A: E-MAIL SCRIPT 

To: (Principal’s e-mail address)   

From:    lturner28@isu.edu  

Subject:  Dissertation Study Request  

Hello (Name of Principal)   

I hope that this e-mail finds you well.  I am pleased to share that I have been approved by 

Indiana State University and the Indianapolis Public Schools to collect data for my dissertation 

research study.  I am conducting a research project on African American High School Students’ 

Perceptions of Their College Counseling Experience.  My faculty sponsor is Dr. Ryan Donlan. 

I would like to interview students who are in the 11th or 12th grade and have to be identified that 

they have aspirations of attending college.  

If you are interested in participating in this study, I need you to do the following: 

• Submit an agency letter on school letterhead that states that you understand the 

intent of the research and what your role in it will be.  In addition, the letter must note 

that you will follow the protocol approved by the Indiana State University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). 

• Designate one counselor to help me identify 40 students for the study.  I will ask 

the designated counselor for a directory of all students who are in the 11th and 12th grade 

who are African American; who have identified aspirations of attending college.  Please 

note that students’ participation in the study is completely voluntary. 

• Provide the opportunity to make an announcement about the study to the 

homerooms or advisories of students who have been identified.  This announcement will 

include an overview of the study; criteria for students to participate (11th- or 12th-grade 

students with college aspirations); a time in which students who are interested may come 

and meet with me to hear the benefits for participating; their rights, time commitment, 

and confidentiality policies.   

• Offer dates for me to meet with the students (initial meeting to discuss the 

interview process and a second meeting to conduct the one-hour focus group interviews); 

and offer dates for me to meet with parents for those who may want further information 

about the study before deciding whether or not to offer parental consent. 

• Provide a room to hold the initial student meeting, parent meeting and to conduct 

the one-hour focus group interview.   

I am most grateful for your support and will call you later in the week to answer any questions 

you may have.     

Thank you in advance for your assistance, 

LaTonya Turner 
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APPENDIX B: SCRIPT READ IN CLASS 

AFRICAN AMERICAN HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR 

COLLEGE COUNSELING EXPERIENCE 

Hello, my name is LaTonya Turner and I am a doctoral student at Indiana State 

University.  I would like to invite you to consider being a participant for a study that I am 

conducting.  The title of this dissertation research study is: African American High School 

Students Perceptions of Their College Counseling Experience.  This study seeks to explore the 

role of school counselors in the college choice decisions of African American high school 11th- 

and 12th-grade students.  The research study is designed to learn about appropriate and effective 

college counseling practices for high school students, specifically African American 11th- and 

12th-grade students.   

An informational meeting will be held (dates, times, and location) for those interested in 

participating.  Please note that parent/guardian permission is needed to participate for those 

under the age of 18.  I encourage you to bring your parent/guardian with you to the meeting that 

best fits their schedule.  If you have any questions prior to the informational meetings, you can e-

mail me at lturner28@isu.edu or call me at 317.710-6394. 
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APPENDIX C: PARENT CONSENT 

                                                                                    
 

     

                              Bayh College of Education 

       

                                  Terre Haute, Indiana 47809 

             812-237-2888 

                      Fax 812-237-4348 

 

Date 

 

Dear Parent or Guardian: 

 

I am LaTonya Turner, a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership Department at Indiana 

State University.  I request permission for your child to participate in a research study to be used 

for my doctoral dissertation.  I am conducting a research project on African American High 

School Students’ Perceptions of Their College Counseling Experience.  My faculty sponsor is 

Dr. Ryan Donlan. 

 

I hope to use what I learn from the study to help improve upon how guidance counseling 

departments in Indiana counsel African American students through the college process.  

 

The study consists of the following: 

 

1. Your child attending one focus group interview with students who are also in their grade.  

The focus group interviews will last about one hour and will take place at their school. 

2. Your child will not lose any instructional time from the school day.  Focus group sessions 

will be during a scheduled break (i.e., lunch or a free period). 

3.          During the focus group interview your child will be asked questions about their college 

counseling experience.  The questions will focus on their expectations and perceptions related to 

the services received and access to these services.  

4. Your child’s focus group interview will be audiotaped, but his/her identity will remain 

confidential.  To do this, each student will be given a pretend name to hold during the interviews 

and I will only call them by their pretend name(s).  Their real names will not be asked or 

included in the audiotapes. 

  

The interviews will be audiotaped so I am sure I have a clear record of what the students say.  I 

and my faculty sponsor will be the only people with access to the audiotapes.  I will store the 

tapes for three years (per federal guidelines) and then they will be destroyed.  Because student 

names are not connected to the audiotapes and student confidentiality is important, I cannot give 
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transcripts of the audiotapes to anyone, including parents.  One inherent risk for your child is that 

others in the focus group could relay what they say, yet I will ask that they not speak about what 

is said outside that setting.  The project will be explained in terms that your child can understand, 

and your child will participate only if he or she is willing to do so.  At the end of the study, 

children’s responses will be reported as group results only.  

 

Your decision whether or not to allow your child to participate will not affect the services 

normally provided to your child by the school.  Your child’s participation in this study will not 

lead to the loss of any benefits to which he or she is otherwise entitled.  Even if you give your 

permission for your child to participate, your child is free to refuse to participate.  If your child 

agrees to participate, he or she is free to end participation at any time.  You and your child are 

not waiving any legal claims, rights, or remedies because of your child’s participation in this 

research study. 

 

Should you have any questions or concerns about participation in this study, you may ask me 

LaTonya Turner (317) 710-6394 or my faculty sponsor, Dr. Ryan Donlan, at (812) 237-8624.  

Keep this letter after tearing off and completing the bottom portion.  A self-addressed, postage-

paid envelope is provided so that you may mail your form directly to me.  

 

If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the Indiana 

State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) by mail at Indiana State University, Office of 

Sponsored Programs, Terre Haute, IN 47809, by phone at (812) 237-8217, or e-mail the IRB at 

irb@indstate.edu.  You will be given the opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights 

as a research subject with a member of the IRB.  The IRB is an independent committee 

composed of members of the University community, as well as lay members of the community 

not connected with ISU.  The IRB has reviewed and approved this study.  

 

Sincerely,  

 
LaTonya M. Turner 

LaTonya M. Turner 

Indiana State University   
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Please indicate whether or not you wish to allow your child to participate in this project by 

checking one of the statements below, signing your name and returning the form in the self-

addressed, postage-paid envelop provided.  Sign both copies and keep one for your records. 

 

 

_____ I grant permission for my child to participate in LaTonya Turner’s study on High School 

African American Students’ Perceptions of their College Counseling Experience. 

 

_____ I do not grant permission for my child to participate in LaTonya Turner’s study on High 

School African American Students’ Perceptions of their College Counseling Experience. 

 

 

 

______________________________   _______________________________ 

Signature of Parent/Guardian    Printed Parent/Guardian Name  

 

 

 

______________________________   _______________________________ 

Printed Name of Child      Date 
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APPENDIX D: ASSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

HIGH SCHOOL AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR COLLEGE 

COUNSELING EXPERIENCE  

 

1. My name is LaTonya Turner and I am a student at Indiana State University. 

 

2. I am conducting research on the perceptions high school African American students have regarding 

their college counseling experiences.  Knowing the perceptions of students provides a better 

understanding of how African American students perceive the college counseling provided to them.  

My faculty advisor is Dr. Ryan Donlan.  

 

3. If you agree to talk to me about your experiences, I will ask you questions pertaining to the services 

you’ve received thus far and how you think they have impacted your college choice process.  You can 

ask questions at any time during our meeting.  If you decide that you want to stop or do not want to 

answer or one more of the questions, you may do so.  I will stop at any point that you ask us to stop.  

The questions I will ask are only about what you think. There are no right or wrong answers because 

this is not a test. We will do this in groups in a room at your school during your school day.  You will 

miss about one hour of your school day, which will be during a scheduled break (i.e., lunch or a free 

period).   

 

4. During all aspects of the study your identity will be protected with the use of a fictitious name.  No 

one will know what you said except the people in the room.  I ask that you not share the comments 

made by other students in the room so everyone feels comfortable to talk.  I will use an MP3 audio 

recording device to record what you say during the meeting, but I will be the only person who can 

listen to the recording.  I will be the main one to listen to this recording.  However, my faculty 

sponsor might listen to the recording too.  I am recording the meeting so I am sure I hear what 

everyone says and will use the recordings to help me understand what students’ perceptions are of 

their college counseling experience.   

 

5.  There are no direct benefits to you.   This study will benefit the field of education, specifically 

college counseling by providing answers that help enhance and or improve upon how counseling 

departments in Indiana counsel African American students through the college process. 

 

6. Please talk this over with your parents before you decide whether or not to participate. Your parents 

have given their permission for you to take part in this study. Even though your parents said “yes,” 

you can still decide not to do this.    

 

7. If you do not want to be in this study, you do not have to participate. Remember, being in this study is 

up to you and no one will be upset if you don’t want to participate or even if you change your mind 

later and want to stop. 
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8. You can ask any questions that you have about the study. If you have any questions, you can e-mail 

me at lturner28@isu.edu or call me at 317.710-6394. 

 

9. Signing your name at the bottom means that you agree to be in this study.  You and your parents will 

be given a copy of this form after you have signed it. 

 

________________________________________  

Signature of Subject 

 

________________________________________  ____________________ 

Printed Name of Subject      Date 
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APPENDIX E: STUDENT DEMOGRAPHIC FORM 

Today’s Date: ____________________________   

Student Participant’s Name: ________________________________________________   

Student Participant’s School Name and Grade Level:  

_______________________________________    

1. Age: ___16  ___17  ___18  ___19 or older   

2. Sex: ___M  ___F   

 

7. What type of high school diploma do you expect to receive?  

___________________________________________________________________________   

8. Upon graduation, I plan to attend:    

___4 year-in state college or university ___4 year-out-of state college or university   

___2 year community college    

___Not Sure    

9. Have you been accepted into a college? ___Yes  ___No  If so, what college(s)? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________   
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APPENDIX F: PROTOCOL QUESTIONS 

1. How long have you attended Fulton High School [pseudonym]? 

2. Why do you want to go to college? 

3. What things were said to you about going to college?  

4. Have you thought about where you would like to go to college? 

5. What would you like to major in and why? 

6. What kind of conversations have you had with your school counselor about going to college? 
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APPENDIX G: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Do you visit your school counselor?  

2. This year how many times have you visited your school counselor’s office?  

___1-2   ___3-4 ___More than 4  

3. At what grade level do you remember having your first conversation about college with a 

school counselor?   ___before 9th   ___Gr. 9   ___Gr. 10     

___Gr. 11   ___Gr. 12     ___Never   

4. Since that first conversation, how many times have you talked to your school counselor about 

college?   

___1-2   ___3-4 ___More than 4 

5. Have you used your school counselor’s college advice?   

6. Can you think of a time when you had a helpful meeting with your school counselor about 

college and the college admissions process?  Describe the meeting and what was most 

helpful about it.  

7. Has there been a time when you felt like your school counselor was not helpful with college 

planning?  If so, tell me about that situation.  

8. Take a few moments to think about and share if there are things that your school counselors 

could have done to make college counseling more meaningful for you. 

9. Who are other people who have helped you with college planning?   
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10. Are there things they have done for you that you think your school counselor should have? If 

so, what are they? 

11. Who was the first person in your lifetime that talked to you about going to college? 

12. After talking to that person about college and what it was, what did you think?  Did you 

know immediately that you were going to college?  If not, at what point did you know, and 

how did you come to know this? 

13. Think back to when you were in elementary school.  During that time did you want to attend 

college?  How if at all, have your plans changed now?    

14. What do you know about the different types of postsecondary education (HBCUs, 4 year, 2 

year, trade schools in state, out of state)?  In your opinion, how if at all does your school 

counselor provide services that help you learn about different types of postsecondary 

institutions.  

15. The final question, ask you to reflect based on your experiences as an urban high school 

African-American student who is preparing to attend college, how could school counselors 

provide college counseling services that would help increase African-American students’ 

awareness of college.   

 


